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Executive Summary 
Senate Bill 743 (SB 743) fundamentally change d transportation impact analysis under the 

California Environmen tal Quality Act (CEQA) . 

On September 27, 2013, Governor Jerry Brown signed SB 743 into law and started a process intended to 

fundamentally change transportation impact analysis under the CEQA. Specifically, the legislation directed 

the State of Californiaõs Office of Planning and Research (OPR), which oversees CEQA compliance, to 

consider different metrics for identifying transportation impacts and make corresponding revisions to the 

CEQA Guidelines. The goal of this legislation and the pursuant change in metrics was to reform 

transportation impact analysis such that it was more in line with other statewide goals pertaining to infill 

development, reduction of greenhouse gases (GHG), and promotion of public transit and active 

transportation.  

As a result of changes to the CEQA Guidelines there are several changes in general transportation impact 

analysis metrics, methods, and thresholds. As a lead agency, the Town of Los Gatos will need to make 

several policy decisions to implement these changes. This document discusses the background of the 

changes, and provides detailed technical information pertaining to decisions the Town will need to make. 

The Summary of Decisions, Options, and Recommendations , presented as Appendix A and in the 

matrix at the end of this Executive Summary, provides an abbreviated overview of this documentsõ 

contents and corresponding action items and decision points.  

At the end or w ithin Chapters 3 through 6, the decision options, limitations and considerations are 

summarized, which matches the decisions matrix (Appendix A ). Also included in these summaries are two 

draft threshold recommendations. These recommendations were presented to Town Council on February 

18, 2020 as the following options:  

Å Option 1: Rely on the OPR Technical Advisory thresholds 

Å Option 2: Set thresholds consistent with the General Plan future year VMT projections 

Since the Town Council hearing, Caltrans released has released its draft Transportation Impact Study Guide 

(February 28, 2020) endorsing the VMT thresholds published in the OPR Technical Advisory. Caltrans does 

acknowledge that each lead agency has the discretion to set its own significance thresholds, and they will 

be reviewing the evidence presented by any agency that uses a threshold that differs from those in the 

Technical Advisory.  

To help explain the threshold options in more detail, each section of the document package includes a 

description of these thresholds. 
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Background 

VMT replaces vehicle delay as an indicator of environmental impacts.  

At its core, SB 743 removes the use of vehicle level of service (LOS) as an indicator of environmental 

impacts under CEQA. LOS is a traditional measure of vehicular delay, or the additional driving time 

encountered by drivers during congested time periods. Instead of measuring vehicle delay, OPR 

recommends considering a projectõs effect on total vehicle miles traveled (VMT).  

VMT can briefly be described as the product of a projectõs vehicle trip generation and the average length 

of those trips. For instance, if a project generates 100 daily vehicle trips, each with an average length of 

five miles, that project generates 500 daily VMT. 

VMT is related to many of the side effects created by vehicle travel. In gasoline or diesel powered vehicles, 

VMT is directly related to total GHG production and other tailpipe emissions. VMT also serves as an 

indicator of total regional congestion by measuring how much traffic a project is generating on a 

macroscopic scale.  

However, VMT does not accurately predict changes such as increased delay at intersections near a project, 

or how traffic will affect roadways immediately surrounding a project , in the same way traditional traffic 

analysis would. It is more focused on how efficiently designed and located a land use project might be ; 

whether the project is located near a wide variety of jobs, housing, or retail uses; and whether alternative 

modes of transportation are  available.  

As a lead agency, the Town  must make several key policy decisions  to comply with SB 743. 

Because reporting the VMT associated with a given project or plan requires a different method than 

traditional traffic analysis, the Town will need to set clear guidelines and expectations for how a VMT 

analysis should be conducted. With the CEQA Guidelines expectations for an environmental impact 

analysis in mind, this document discusses several questions, grouped by the specific decisions about VMT 

metrics, VMT calculation methods, VMT significance thresholds, and VMT mitigation actions.1 We 

highlight op tions and limitations fo r each question from a technical transportation planning and 

engineering perspective with a particular emphasis on addressing the CEQA Guidelines expectations for 

an environmental impact analysis.  

1. VMT Metrics : What form of VMT metrics could be used? 

2. VMT Calculation Methods : What methods are available to use in estimating and forecasting 

VMT? 

3. VMT Impact Significance Thresholds : Is the use of VMT impact screening desired? What is 

the VMT impact significance threshold for land use projects and land use plans under 

baseline conditions? What is the VMT impact significance threshold for land use projects 

 
1 Typical CEQA practice focuses on environmental effects that occur on a typical weekday, so all references to VMT in 

this document are intended to mean VMT that occurs on a typical weekday. 
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under cumulative conditions? What is the VMT impact significant threshold for transportation 

projects under baseline conditions? 

4. VMT Mitigation Actions : What VMT reduction mitigation strategies are feasible? 

Each of these questions is discussed in greater detail in its own section of this document, along with a 

section discussing other aspects of the CEQA process that may be affected by these changes. Those 

sections are summarized below. 

VMT Metrics 

VMT can be measured and expressed in multiple ways.  

The first decision facing the Town is which VMT metric to use to express a projectõs transportation effects. 

VMT metrics fall into two general categories: absolute VMT and per capita VMT. Per capita VMT is also 

referred to as an efficiency metric, as it does not vary directly with project size. Based on our example 

above, if a project generates 100 daily trips at an average of five miles per trip, the absolute project 

generated VMT is 500 vehicle miles per day. If that project is a small office employing 25 people, the per 

capita VMT is 20 VMT per employee (a per capita or VMT efficiency metric).  

Table ES-1 summarizes the common VMT metrics available to the Town. 

Table ES-1: Summary of Common VMT Metrics  

VMT Metric 1 Definition  
Recommended by 

OPR2 

VMT used for other 

CEQA Sections? 

Total Project  Generated 

VMT 

Daily VMT of all vehicle trips, vehicle types, 

and trip purposes for all project land uses, 

presented as a total project generated VMT. 

Yes, for land use 

plans, and discussed 

in Appendix 1 of the 

OPR Technical 

Advisory. 

Yes 

Total Project Gen erated 

VMT per Service 

Population 3,4 (aka Total 

Project Generated VMT 

Rate) 

Daily VMT of all vehicle trips, vehicle types, 

and trip purposes for all project land uses, 

divided by the sum of residents plus 

employees. 

No, although may 

be helpful for 

mixed-use projects 

and comparing land 

use scenarios, 

particularly when 

using a travel 

forecasting model. 

Yes 

Partial Home -Based 

VMT pe r Resident 5 (aka 

Home -Based VMT Rate) 

VMT generated by light -duty vehicles for all 

trips that begin or end at a residential land 

use, divided by residents. 

Yes, for residential 

projects on page 5 

and Appendix 1 of 

OPR Technical 

Advisory. 

No 
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Table ES-1: Summary of Common VMT Metrics  

VMT Metric 1 Definition  
Recommended by 

OPR2 

VMT used for other 

CEQA Sections? 

Partial Home -Based 

Work VMT per 

Employee 5 (aka Home -

Based Work VMT  Rate) 

VMT by light -duty vehicles only for work 

trips (that is, trips that have one end at a 

workplace and one end at a residence), 

divided by number of employees. 

Yes, for office 

projects on page 6 

and Appendix 1 of 

OPR Technical 

Advisory. 

No 

Projectõs Effect on VMT 

within the Boundary of a 

Specific Area  (aka 

Boundary VMT)  

VMT that occurs within a selected 

geographic boundary (e.g., Town/City, 

County, or region) by any type of vehicle. 

This captures all on-road vehicle travel on a 

roadway network for any purpose and 

includes local trips as well as trips that pass 

through the area without stopping . 

Yes, for retail 

projects and 

transportation 

projects on pages 5, 

6 and 23 and 

Appendix 1 of the 

OPR Technical 

Advisory. 

Yes 

1. Each VMT metric is an option for baseline and/or cumulative impact analysis.  

2. With the exception of Total Project Generated VMT per Service Population, each VMT metric listed in this table are 

described in the OPR Technical Advisory on Evaluating Transportation Impacts in CEQA (December 2018). See pages 5, 6 

and 23, and Appendix 1 of the OPR Technical Advisory. 

3. Total project generated VMT is derived from this VMT rate.  

4. The project generated VMT accounting is similar to an origin-destination accounting used for many Climate Action Plans. 

5. A partial VMT estimate. 

Source: Fehr & Peers, 2020. 

Total VMT and Partial VMT  

Total VMT metrics include all types of VMT captured by a travel forecasting model, regardless of the type 

of vehicle or the tripõs purpose. In practice, this means the metric includes visitor trips, medium-duty and 

heavy-duty vehicles, public transit buses, and other types of vehicle miles that might not be captured in 

the most common partial VMT metrics. Partial VMT refers to the use of only particular trip purposes 

and/or vehicle types for assessing a projectõs impacts. The efficiency metrics recommended by OPR for 

use in analyzing office and residential projects are partial VMT metrics, because they include only light-

duty passenger vehicles and only trips for a specific purpose or made by a specific population. 

The benefit of partial VMT metrics is that they allow for sketch-level analysis using findings from a prior 

model run, they are easier to understand and visualize, and for single land uses that are similar to existing 

development patterns they are likely reflective of the same impact patterns as would be present with 

analysis of total VMT. Understanding where built environment conditions lead to VMT-efficient residential 

and workplace activity is substantial evidence that could help support conclusions that adding similar land 

uses to those areas would create similar outcomes. For projects that may be subject to further scrutiny, 

only reporting a portion of VMT from select tri p purposes and limiting the VMT to light -duty vehicles 

could be considered an incomplete analysis of VMT. 
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Project Generated VMT and Projectõs Effect on VMT 

VMT metrics also differentiate between project generated VMT and a projectõs effect on VMT. Project 

generated VMT is similar to current transportation impact analysis practice  of using daily trip generation : 

to estimate the daily project  generated VMT, the daily trips are multiplied by the distance traveled by each 

daily vehicle trip. The projectõs effect on VMT instead evaluates the change in total on-road travel within a 

geographic area boundary before and after the project  is built (referred to as boundary VMT in this 

document). An often-cited example of how a project can affect VMT is the addition of a grocery store in a 

food desert. Residents of a neighborhood without a grocery store have to travel a great distance to an 

existing grocery store. Adding the grocery store to that n eighborhood will shorten many of the grocery 

shopping trips and reduce the  VMT to/from the neighborhood.  While the new store itself will ògenerateó 

many daily trips, in that there will be many cars coming in and out of the storeõs driveway, it will general ly 

attract those trips away from other grocery stores located farther away. If the boundary VMT in the area 

served by all the local grocery stores were to be assessed, it is likely that the total amount of driving in 

that area will have decreased rather than increased.  

Key Take-Aways 

In deciding what form of VMT metric to use, the Town should consider the following options:  

1. Total Project Generated VMT 

2. Total Project Generated VMT per Service Population2 

3. Household generated VMT per Resident (requires an activity/tour -based travel forecasting 

model) 

4. Home-Based VMT per Resident (a partial VMT estimate) 

5. Home-Based Work VMT per Employee (a partial VMT estimate) 

6. Projectõs Effect on VMT within the  Boundary of a Specific Area (Boundary VMT) 

Metrics such as Home-Based VMT per Resident and Home-Based Work VMT per Employee represent 

partial VMT (i.e., some vehicle types and trip purposes are excluded from the calculation ). This may be 

acceptable for screening purposes but not for a complete VMT impact analysis. When selecting VMT 

metric(s), it is useful to keep in mind that  the expectations of CEQA is to disclose the potential effects of a 

project on the environment and the practical consideration of using the same (or different) VMT metrics 

for the various topic sections of an environmental analysis ð transportation, air quality, GHG and energy 

consumption.  

 

 

 
2 Service population includes residential population plus employme nt and may include students or visitors; it is 

intended to include all independent variables used in estimating trips.  
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VMT Calculation Methods 

VMT can be calculated using several methods.  

The most common method of calculating the VMT metrics listed in Table ES-1 is through a travel 

forecasting model. A travel forecasting model uses a specialized software and are designed to reflect the 

interactions between different land use and roadway elements in a large area. The two travel models most 

commonly used to assess projects in Los Gatos are the Santa Clara Valley Transportation Authority (VTA)-

City/County Association of Governments of San Mateo County (C/CAG) Bi-County Model (òVTA Travel 

Modeló), and Travel Model One (òMTC Travel Modeló) which is maintained by the Metropolitan 

Transportation Commission (MTC) and used for large-scale regional planning efforts. There is also a 

statewide model developed by Caltrans, though the level of analysis is at such a large scale that it is 

typically used to evaluate interregional travel and freight movements rather than localized land use 

changes. 

In some cases where a travel model is not available or not appropriate, VMT can be estimated using 

sketch models or spreadsheet tools. VMT can also be estimated directly by multiplying the number of 

trips by an average trip length. Trips can be estimated using the results of local trip generation surveys or 

published trip generation rate data .  

Key Take-Aways 

Practically speaking, the use of a travel model is preferable for projects large enough to be accurately 

represented in that model . In areas under the Townõs jurisdiction, use of the VTA Travel Model is most 

appropriate for this analysis. Appendix  B summarizes the activity-based (also called tour-based) MTC 

Travel Model , and the trip-based VTA Travel Model, including their analytical strengths and weaknesses. 

Some limitations of these methods include the following:  

Å Statewide and regional models have limited sensitivity and accuracy for local scale applications 

off the shelf. 

Å Regional and local models often truncate trips at model boundaries.  

Å Sketch and spreadsheet tools do not capture the òproject effect on VMT.ó 

For smaller projects, use of a non-model accounting method  may be more appropriate due to their scale 

and ease of use. The Town may wish to set guidance as to which types of projects will generally be 

required to perfor m VMT analysis using a travel forecasting model, and which can be performed using 

non-model òAccounting Methodsó (if any). One potential planning tool that may be appropriate for most 

small- to medium -sized projects in the forthcoming Santa Clara Countywide VMT Estimation Tool under 

development by the VTA.  
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VMT Impact Significance Thresholds 

The Town  has discretion to decide what constitutes a significant impact to 

the  environment.  

SB 743 changes the focus of transportation impact analysis in CEQA from measuring impacts to drivers, to 

measuring the impact of driving. The Town has discretion to set its significance threshold for VMT 

impacts, provided that the basis for that threshold is grounded in substantial evidence. With regard to 

establishing thresholds for VMT, lead agencies have at least four options: 

1. Use Screening Criteria . The concept of project screening is that some projects have 

characteristics that readily lead to the conclusion that they would not cause a VMT impact, 

and therefore could be screened out of doing a detailed VMT analysis. Some types of 

screening criteria include transit proximity, low-VMT area, local-serving retail, transportation 

projects that do not add capacity, and projects with no net VMT increase.  

 

2. Rely on the OPR Technical Ad visory suggestion to set thresholds consistent with state 

goals for air quality , GHG and energy conservation . The OPR Technical Advisory contains 

suggested VMT thresholds. The basic suggested threshold is that each project achieves a 

VMT level that is at least 15% below baseline conditions. In the case of the Town of Los Gatos, 

its òregionó would most likely be the nine-county Bay Area.  

 

3. Use a threshold adopted or recommended by another public agency consistent with 

lead agency air quality, GHG reduction, and energy conservation goals. The CEQA 

Guidelines offer the option for an agency to use a threshold that is adopted or recommended 

by another agency, as long as that decision is supported by substantial evidence.  

 

Other state agencies, such as Caltrans and the California Air Resources Board (CARB), have 

technical expertise that is relevant to this topic.  

 

Recent CARB publications have identified that new land use projects could contribute to 

these statewide goals by achieving total project generated VMT levels of at least 14.3% below 

the existing baseline (the CARB report does not specify whether this òbaselineó is the regional 

average or some other baseline). For light-duty vehicles only, CARB cites a 16.8% reduction 

below baseline (2018) average VMT. However, the CARB analysis assumes that all of the 

regions in the state will meet the GHG reduction targets set in their Regional Transportation 

Plans and Sustainable Communities Strategies (RTP/SCS); thus far, indications are that not all 

regions are meeting those targets, and vehicular travel in California (at least prior to the 

COVID-19 pandemic) has been increasing rather than decreasing over the past several years. 

Further, the CARB analysis does not account for any future increases in the use of 

Transportation Network Companies (such as Uber and Lyft) or commercial delivery services, 

nor does it envision the potential for development of  autonomous vehicles or any other 

emerging transportation innovations. Therefore, there is growing evidence that the VMT  
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reduction values from the CARB publication may not be enough to actually meet the Stateõs 

GHG goals. Should current VMT generation tren ds persist, the threshold may need to increase 

to 25% below baseline (2018) average of jurisdiction (all vehicles).  

 

Caltrans has released draft guidance endorsing the VMT thresholds published in the OPR 

Technical Advisory. Caltrans does acknowledge that each lead agency has the discretion to set 

its own significance thresholds, and they will be reviewing the evidence presented by any 

agency that uses a threshold that differs from those in the Technical Advisory.  

 

Separately, Caltrans has released draft Interim Guidance on òDetermining CEQA Significance 

for GHG Emissions for Projects on the State Highway Systemó that recommends that any 

increase in GHG emissions would constitute a significant impact. This has been referred to as 

the òNet Zero VMT thresholdó. While Caltrans has thus far signaled that this threshold would 

be applied only to transportation projects, it does ra ise a question about whether a ònet zero 

VMTó threshold should also be applied to land use projects and plans.   

 

4. Develop jurisdiction -specific VMT thresholds  consistent with the existing General Plan. 

Agencies may decide to set their own thresholds, which should be supported by substantial 

evidence and should support the three objectives laid out in SB 743: 1) reducing GHG 

emissions, 2) encouraging infill development, and 3) promoting active transportation. The 

process of setting thresholds should consider the policies and standards set in the Regional 

Transportation Plan (RTP)/  Sustainable Communities Strategies (SCS), and should consider 

how much priority the Town wants to place on the statewide GHG reduction goals. A targeted 

study could determine what l evel of VMT in Los Gatos would be consistent with the VMT 

forecasts presented in Plan Bay Area and would represent the Townõs òfair shareó of the 

Stateõs GHG reduction goals (as proposed in Town of Los Gatosõ SB 743 Implementation 

Option 2  to set thresholds consistent with the General Plan future year VMT projections). 

Another optio n for setting a local threshold is to consider what level of VMT reduction is 

feasible to achieve in the local context. Setting a threshold based on the feasibility of 

mitigation  may not be fully supported by past CEQA practices; Fehr & Peers advises 

consulting legal counsel and continuing to follow legal developments before adopting this 

approach. 

Key Take-Aways 

While it is difficult for a lead agency to determine what level of V MT change is unacceptable when viewed 

solely through a transportation lens, there are several possible options depending if the Town chooses to 

set a threshold based on local or state policies. Options include: 

1. Set thresholds based on state goals 

a. Rely on the OPR Technical Advisory suggestion to set thresholds consistent with state 

goals for air quality, GHG and energy conservation. 

i. OPR 15% below baseline average of a town/ city or region (light -duty vehicles only) 
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b. Use a threshold adopted or recommended by another public agency consistent with lead 

agency air quality, GHG reduction, and energy conservation goals. 

i. CARB 14.3% below baseline (2018) average of jurisdiction (all vehicles, presuming that 

MPOs meet SB 375 targets) 

ii. CARB 16.8% below baseline (2018) average of jurisdiction (light -duty vehicles only, 

presuming that MPOs meet SB 375 targets) 

iii. CARB: 25% below baseline (2018) average of jurisdiction (all vehicles, presuming that 

MPOs do not meet SB 375 targets). 

iv. Net zero VMT (pending Caltrans-recommended threshold) 

2. Set jurisdiction -specific threshold consistent with existing General Plan 

a. Set jurisdiction specific VMT threshold based on substantial evidence 

b. Set thresholds based on baseline VMT performance and based on substantial evidence 

VMT Mitigation Actions 

The nature of transportation impact mitigation under CEQA will likely change. 

Mitigating a LOS impact typically involves making changes to the physical transportation system in order 

to accommodate additional vehicles and reduce delays. These mitigations may involve actions such as 

installing traffic signals, adding turn lanes, widening roads, or contributing to the construction of  

HOV/Express Lanes, among other options. The identification of necessary mitigations resulting from 

project impacts has historically led to project sponsors identifying and funding these changes to the 

transportation system (i.e., paying a òfair shareó contribution toward funding a new traffic signal or 

widening an existing roadway).  

The use of VMT as a metric focuses on the tota l amount of driving, rather than the driving experience. Four 

possible mitigation approaches are described in the following sections: 

Å VMT Cap 

Å VMT Based Impact Fee Program 

Å VMT Mitigation Bank 

Å VMT Mitigation Exchange 

A VMT Cap can be developed and administered on a project-by-project basis, while the remaining three 

options (VMT Based Impact Fee Program, VMT Mitigation Bank, and VMT Mitigation Exchange) are 

program approaches to impact mitigation. The concept of a ôprogramõ approach to impact mitigation is 

commonly used in a variety of technical subjects including transportation, air quality, GHG, and habitat. 

Transportation impact fee programs have been used to help mitigate cumulative vehicle level of service 

(LOS) impacts. What is new is developing a fee program based on VMT impacts and alternative programs 

ð VMT Mitigation Bank and VMT Mitigation Exchange. Absent these new program-level mitigation 
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approaches, rural and suburban lead agencies will have limited feasible mitigation options for project 

sites. 

Use of Vehicle Level of Service for Non-CEQA Analysis 

The Town  has options to continue studying a projectõs effects on vehicle delay. 

Communities place a high value on the information about traffic and transportation presented during a 

projectõs review process. Historically, much of the transportation analysis associated with new 

development or proposed land use plans has occurred under the umbrella of CEQA. However, with this 

new process, many of these guidelines and analyses will instead occur during development review as part 

of the Townõs overall entitlements and project review process.  

The Town may decide to maintain a level of service standard in its General Plan or Transportation Element 

and may continue to administer programs to collect impact fees t hat can be used for roadway 

improvements. However, these will no longer be subject to CEQA-level review and litigation. Instead, this 

analysis and any related agreements would need to be performed and presented during entitlements or 

development review. Any fees assessed to help ease the effects of a given project would be required to 

conform to state requirements for impact fees and present an appropriate study that identifies nexus 

between the impact and the fee assessed.  

Other Core CEQA Tenets Remain Unchanged 

While this document focuses on the adoption of VMT as a metric for assessing transportation impacts, 

many other facets of CEQA practice remain unchanged. Transportation impact sections must still discuss 

other impact categories such as hazards, effects on pedestrians and cyclists, and site circulation concerns. 

In addition, the Town will continue to have the opportunity to comment on EIRs prepared for 

consideration by other lead agencies if those EIRs may affect areas in the Townõs jurisdiction.  

One particular consistency to note is that the option to òtieró CEQA analysis will remain. The tiering 

process consists of streamlining topics studied for a project if that project was assessed under a previous 

EIR. A classic example of this is the development of a single parcel that is consistent with a previously 

analyzed Specific Plan. The project need only analyze those items which were not previously analyzed. 

This practice will also apply to VMT analysis, provided the EIR from which the project tiers also studied 

VMT. In the near term, this may result in tiered projects requiring supplemental VMT analysis; however, in 

the future, projects that are consistent with a cleared General Plan or Specific Plan may not be required to 

undergo the full VMT analysis process.  

Taking the Next Steps 

The immediate next steps for the Town as a lead agency are to provide staff and applicants with guidance 

pertaining to each of the questions posed above. Fehr & Peers has presented an initial assessment of the 

Townõs options, and has discussed each in greater detail in the body of this document; however, the 
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decision on how to answer each implementation question must ultimately be made by the  Town. The 

Summary of Decisions, Options, and Recommendations, presented as Appendix  A and in the matrix 

beginning on the next page, provides an abbreviated overview of this documentõs contents and 

corresponding action items and decision points.  

It is very important to understand that the implementation of SB 743 is just beginning across  the state for 

many lead agencies. Current CEQA practices have developed over several decades as a result of a large 

body of case law and periodic updates to the CEQA Guidelines. Because SB 743 implementation is brand 

new, there is not yet any case law to guide our understanding or interpretation. The following represents 

our current understanding of the issues and options involved, informed by our research into SB 743 and 

knowledge of past CEQA practice; this understanding will evolve over time as more agencies apply SB 743 

concepts to their own CEQA procedures. It is recommended that legal counsel be consulted as part of this 

SB 743 implementation process. 
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Summary of SB 743 Decisions, Options, and Recommendations 

Lead Agency Decisions  Common Options  Common Limitations  Considerations  Town  of Los Gatos Initial Recommendations  

What form of VMT 

metrics could be used?  
1. Total Project Generated VMT 

2. Total Project Generated VMT per Service 

Population3 

3. Household generated VMT per Resident 

(requires an activity/tour -based travel 

forecasting model) 

4. Home-Based VMT per Resident (a partial 

VMT estimate) 

5. Home-Based Work VMT per Employee (a 

partial VMT estimate) 

6. Projectõs Effect on VMT using Boundary 

VMT for a specific area 

 

Metrics other than total project generated VMT 

and total  project generated VMT per service 

population typically only represent partial VMT 

(i.e., some vehicle types and trip purposes are 

excluded in the models used to estimate VMT). 

The use of partial VMT may be beneficial for 

baseline screening of smaller projects, but for 

larger and more complex projects total VMT 

may be needed for a complete VMT impact 

analysis. Project-generated VMT metrics 

cannot capture how a project changes 

behavior of non-project residents or 

employees. 

Total VMT metrics include all types of VMT (i.e., 

visitor t rips, medium-duty and heavy-duty 

vehicles, public transit buses, and other types 

of vehicle miles that might not be captured in 

the most common partial VMT metrics ) 

captured by a travel forecasting model, 

regardless of the type of vehicle or the tripõs 

purpose. Partial VMT refers to the use of only 

particular trip purposes and/or vehicle types 

for assessing a projectõs impacts. The 

expectations of a CEQA impact analysis to 

strive to provide a complete picture of the 

effects of a project on the environment a re 

highlighted within the CEQA Guidelines. For 

lead agencies, VMT metrics and method should 

consider current practice for air quality, 

greenhouse gases (GHG), and energy 

consumption impact analysis. In general, VMT 

is used as an input for these other analyses and 

current practice is to produce VMT estimates 

and forecasts that comply with CEQA 

Guidelines expectations. 

 

Option 1: Rely on the OPR Technical Advisory  Thresholds  

Include the following so that all forms of VMT needed for project 

screening and complete VMT analysis are available: 

¶ Total Project Generated VMT 

¶ Total Project Generated VMT per Service Population  

¶ Home-Based VMT per Resident  

¶ Home-Based Work VMT per Employee  

¶ Boundary VMT for an appropriate area affected by the 

Project (needed for air quality, GHG, and energy analysis) 

 

Option 2: Set Thresholds Consistent with the General Plan 

Future Year VMT Projections  

Include the following so that forms of VMT needed for a 

complete VMT analysis are available: 

¶ Total Project Generated VMT 

¶ Total Project Generated VMT per Service Population  

¶ Boundary VMT for an appropriate area affected by the 

Project (needed for air quality, GHG, and energy analysis) 

 

What methods are 

available to use in 

estimating and 

forecasting VMT?  

1. Caltrans Statewide Travel Demand Model 

2. Metropolitan Transportation Commission 

(MTC) Regional Travel Forecasting Model  

3. VTA-C/CAG Bi-County Travel Forecasting 

Model  

4. Local Town of Los Gatos Travel 

Forecasting Model (not currently 

available) 

5. Non-model òAccounting Methodsó such 

as sketch planning tool or spreadsheet 4 

Statewide and regional models have limited 

sensitivity and accuracy for local scale 

applications off the shelf. 

Regional and local models often truncate trips 

at model boundaries.  

Sketch and spreadsheet tools do not capture 

the ôproject effect on VMTõ. 

Selection of an appropriate travel forecasting 

approach is an important step because the tool 

used to develop VMT thresholds must also be 

used to evaluate a projectõs direct and 

cumulative VMT impacts. Regional or local 

models should be calibrated and validated for 

local project-scale sensitivity/accuracy 

(including appending trip length data for trips 

with external trip ends) before using these 

models to analyze both ôproject generated 

VMTõ and ôproject effect on VMTõ.  

Option 1: Rely on the OPR Technical Advisory  Thresholds  

Use the Santa Clara Countywide VMT Evaluation Tool for baseline 

VMT screening, And most likely the VTA-C/CAG Bi-County Travel 

Forecasting Model, Local Town of Los Gatos Travel Forecasting 

Model (not currently available), or Non-model òAccounting 

Methodsó such as sketch planning tool or spreadsheet. 

 

Option 2: Set Thresholds Consistent with th e General Plan 

Future Year VMT Projections  

Most likely the VTA-C/CAG Bi-County Travel Forecasting Model, 

Local Town of Los Gatos Travel Forecasting Model (not currently 

available), or Non-model òAccounting Methodsó such as sketch 

planning tool or spreadsheet. 

 

 
3 Service population includes population plus employment and may include students or visitors; it is intended to include all in dependent variables used in estimating trips. 
4 Sketch planning tool or spreadsheet method has limitations if using a townwide/ citywide or regional average for a threshold. 
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Summary of SB 743 Decisions, Options, and Recommendations 

Lead Agency Decisions  Common Options  Common Limitations  Considerations  Town  of Los Gatos Initial Recommendations  

Is use of VMT impact 

screening desired? 5 

Projects that reduce VMT or are located within 

transit priority areas (TPAs) should be 

presumed to have a less than significant 

impact on VMT. Additional screening options 

identified in the OPR Technical Advisory for: 

1. Map based screening for residential and 

office projects 

2. Local-Serving Retail Projects 

3. Transportation projects that do not add 

vehicle capacity 

4. Projects that would not result in a net 

increase of VMT 

5. Affordable housing projects  

6. Small projects 

Screening does not provide information about 

the actual VMT changes associated with the 

project. 

Screening most appropriate if consistent with 

applicable general plan and supported by 

substantial evidence. 

Option 1: Rely on the OPR Technical Advis ory  Thresholds  

Rely on screening if consistent with applicable general plan and 

supported by substantial evidence demonstrating cumulative 

VMT is declining. For project-by-project VMT analysis with VMT 

screening, most projects will likely not screen out, which will 

require a more complete VMT analysis. 

 

Apply screening for the following project types:  

¶ Small Developments 

¶ Projects in Low-VMT Areas 

¶ Projects in Proximity to Major Transit Stops 

¶ Affordable Housing  

¶ Local-Serving Retail Projects less than 10,000 square feet 

¶ Transportation Projects that do not add vehicle capacity 

 

The Santa Clara Countywide VMT Estimation Tool will be applied 

for screening as follows: 

¶ Low VMT generation map-based screening of residential, 

office, and industrial land uses, those land uses in 

combination with each other, and those land uses with or 

without local serving retail space. 

¶ A transit priority areas (TPAs)/major transit stops and 

high-quality transit corridor (HQTC) screen. 

 

Option 2: Set Thresholds Consistent with th e General Plan 

Future Year VMT Projections  

Screening not used for this approach. Rather than analyzing VMT 

for each proposed land use project individually, projects 

consistent with the General Plan could be exempt from further 

VMT impact analysis since VMT impacts would have been 

analyzed in the General Plan EIR.  

 

What is the VMT impact 

significance threshold  for 

land use projects under 

baseline conditions?  

1. Lead agency discretion consistent with 

general plan and expectations for ôproject 

scaleõ VMT reductions not accounted for 

in general plan EIR and supported by 

substantial evidence. 

2. OPR 15% below baseline average a 

town/ city or region ( light -duty vehicles 

only)6 

3. CARB 14.3% below baseline (2018) 

average of jurisdiction (all vehicles) 

Difficult for lead agencies to determine what 

level of VMT change is unacceptable when 

viewed solely through a transportation lens . 

Uncertainty of VMT trends contributes to 

difficulty in setting thresholds. Connecting a 

VMT reduction expectation to baseline helps to 

reduce uncertainty associated with future 

conditions. 

Since VMT is already used in air quality, GHG, 

and energy impact analysis, lead agencies 

should review thresholds for those sections to 

help inform new thresholds exclusively for 

transportation purposes. 

Lead agencies should carefully consider how 

they value state goals for VMT/GHG reduction 

in light of other general pl an and community 

objectives. Translating state goals into VMT 

thresholds should consider substantial 

evidence such as California Air Resources Board 

2017 Scoping Plan - Identified VMT Reductions 

and Relationships to State Climate Goals, 

January 2019, CARB. 

Option 1: Rely on the OPR Technical Advis ory  Thresholds  

Specific VMT thresholds for residential, office (work-related), and 

retail land uses from the OPR Technical Advisory are summarized 

below. 

¶ Residential projects: A proposed project exceeding a level 

of 15 percent below existing (baseline) VMT per capita 

may indicate a significant transportation impact. Existing 

VMT per capita may be measured as regional VMT per 

capita, a townwide VMT per capita, or as geographic sub-

area VMT per capita. 

¶ Office projects: A proposed project exceeding a level of 15 

percent below existing (baseline) regional VMT per 

employee may indicate a significant transportation impact.  

 
5 CEQA Guidelines Section 15064.3 states that projects that would reduce VMT or are located in a TPA should be presumed to have a less than significant impact on VMT. The OPR Technical Advisory contains other potential screening options.  
6 The OPR and CARB thresholds do not consider the long-term influence of TNCs, internet shopping, new mobility options, or autonomous vehicles. 
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Summary of SB 743 Decisions, Options, and Recommendations 

Lead Agency Decisions  Common Options  Common Limitations  Considerations  Town  of Los Gatos Initial Recommendations  

4. CARB 16.8% below baseline (2018) 

average of jurisdiction (light -duty vehicles 

only) 

5. Pending Caltrans-recommended 

threshold (net zero VMT)7 

Absent development of a specific VMT 

threshold, lead agencies may rely on those of 

other state agencies. The CARB thresholds are 

supported by substantial evidence related to 

state air quality and GHG goals, but do not 

consider recent VMT trends or the potential 

influence of emerging mobility options such as 

autonomous vehicles (AVs). 

¶ Retail projects: A net increase in total (boundary) VMT 

may indicate a significant transportation impact.  

¶ Mixed-use projects: Lead agencies can evaluate each 

component of a mixed -use project independently and 

apply the significance threshold for each project type 

included (e.g., residential and retail). Alternatively, a lead 

agency may consider only the projectõs dominant use. In 

the analysis of each use, a project should take credit for 

internal capture. 

¶ Other non-residential project types: OPR recommends 

using the quantified thresholds above, thus a proposed 

project exceeding a level of 15 percent below existing 

regional VMT per employee for the proposed non-

residential project type or resulting in a net increase in 

total VMT may be considered significant. Lead agencies, 

using more location-specific information, may develop 

their own more specific thresholds, which may include 

other land use types. 

¶ Redevelopment projects: Where a project replaces existing 

VMT-generating land uses, the OPR Technical Advisory 

recommends that if the replacement leads to a net overall 

decrease in VMT, the project would lead to a less-than-

significant transportation i mpact. If the project  leads to a 

net overall increase in VMT, then the thresholds described 

above should apply.  

 

Option 2: Set Thresholds Consistent with the General Plan 

Futu re Year VMT Projections  

Set baseline VMT threshold based on long-term General Plan 

expectations for air quality and GHG emissions. The analysis to 

determine these thresholds would be completed if the Town 

Council selects this option. Example baseline thresholds are as 

follows. 

¶ Land Use Projects: 

¶ Project Impact: A significant impact would occur if the 

VMT rate for the project would exceed a level of X% 

below the applicable baseline VMT rate. 

¶ Project Effect: A significant impact would occur if the 

project increases total (boundary) regional VMT 

compared to baseline conditions. 

¶ Land Use Plans:  

¶ Project Impact: A significant impact would occur if the 

VMT rate for the plan area would exceed a level of X% 

below the applicable baseline VMT rate. 

 

 
7 Caltrans has released draft Interim Guidance on òDetermining CEQA Significance for GHG Emissions for Projects on the State Highway Systemó that recommends that any increase in GHG emissions would constitute a significant impact. This has been referred to as the 

òNet Zero VMT thresholdó. Caltrans has thus far signaled that this threshold would be applied only to transportation projects. 
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Summary of SB 743 Decisions, Options, and Recommendations 

Lead Agency Decisions  Common Options  Common Limitations  Considerations  Town  of Los Gatos Initial Recommendations  

What is the VMT impact 

significance threshold  for 

land use projects under 

cumulative conditions?  

1. Use a regional model to analyze the 

ôprojectõs effect on VMTõ based on 

RTP/SCS consistency [projects should not 

increase the total regional VMT (either 

project generated or boundary VMT) 

forecast used to support the RTP/SCS air 

quality conformity and SB 375 GHG 

targets]. 

2. A lead agency can use the project 

analysis above if based on an efficiency 

metric form of VMT and evidence exists 

to demonstrate that cumulative trends in 

VMT rates are declining. 

3. Establish a VMT reduction threshold for 

cumulative conditio ns consistent with 

long-term air pollution and GHG 

reduction expectations. 

Uncertainty of VMT trends makes a cumulative 

impact finding less certain. 

Ability for a lead agency to identify the 

projectõs effect on land supply and 

corresponding VMT. Land use projects change 

land supply and the allocation of future 

population and employment growth. As such 

cumulative analysis should maintain the same 

control totals of regional population and 

employment growth.  

Requires knowledge of the forecasting tools 

available to test the projectõs effect on land 

supply and VMT. 

Analyze the projectõs effect on land supply and 

VMT using an appropriate valid model. For 

impact findings, consider all available 

substantial evidence including 2018 Progress 

Report, Californiaõs Sustainable Communities 

and Climate Protection Act, November 2018, 

CARB and current research on the long-term 

effects of transportation network companies 

(TNCs), new mobility options, and autonomous 

vehicles (AVs). Specific research examples 

include Fehr & Peers AV effect model testing. 

Option 1: Rely on the OPR Technical Advisory  Thresholds  

OPR does not present cumulative thresholds. Analyze the 

projectõs effect on land supply and VMT using an appropriately 

valid travel model. For impact findings, consider all available 

substantial evidence including California Air Resources Board 

2017 Scoping Plan Identified VMT Reductions and Relationships to 

State Climate Goals, January 2019, and current research on the 

long-term effects of transportation network com panies (TNCs), 

new mobility options, and autonomous vehicles (AVs). The 

following are suggested cumulative thresholds. 

¶ Land Use Projects:  

¶ Project Effect: A significant impact would occur if the 

project increases total regional VMT compared to 

cumulative no project conditions.  

¶ Land Use Plans:  

¶ Project Effect: A significant impact would occur if 

growth in the plan area increases total VMT in the 

study area compared to cumulative no project 

conditions. 

¶ Transportation Projects: A significant impact would occur if 

the project causes a net increase in total regional VMT 

compared to cumulative no project conditions.  

 

All land use and transportation projects: A significant impact 

would occur if the project is inconsistent with the Regional 

Transportation Plan/Sustainable Community Strategy Plan (Plan 

Bay Area). 

 

Option 2: Set Thresholds Consistent with the General Plan 

Future Year VMT Projections  

Use the same cumulative thresholds as Option 1. 

 

What is the VMT impact 

significant threshold for 

transportation projects 

under baseline 

conditions?  

Lead agencies have discretion to choose their 

own metrics and thresholds for transportation 

project impact analysis. If VMT is selected, OPR 

recommends treating project s that reduce, or 

have no impact on, VMT to be presumed to 

have a less than significant impact. 

Continued use of LOS is uncertain because of 

CEQA Guidelines Section 15064.3(b)(2) and 

15064.7(d)(2). 

Transit, especially on-demand transit service, 

can generate new VMT, which should be 

considered as part of impact conclusions. 

Consult CEQA legal advice about whether lead 

agency discretion allows continued use of LOS 

and whether VMT is required. VMT is required 

as an input to air quality, GHG, and energy 

impact analysis and should include induced 

vehicle travel effects. 

Option 1: Rely on the OPR Technical Advisory  Thresholds  

¶ Baseline Transportation Threshold: A significant impact 

would occur if a project causes a net increase in total 

regional VMT compared to baseline conditions or opening 

year no project conditions. 

¶ Cumulative Transportation Threshold: A significant impact 

would occur if the project causes a net increase in total 

regional VMT compared to cumulative no project 

conditions. 

 

Option 2: Set Threshold s Consistent with the General Plan 

Future Year VMT Projections  

Use the same cumulative thresholds as Option 1. 

 



 

SB 743 Implementation Decisions for the Town of Los Gatos 

July 2020 

xvi  

Summary of SB 743 Decisions, Options, and Recommendations 

Lead Agency Decisions  Common Options  Common Limitations  Considerations  Town  of Los Gatos Initial Recommendations  

What VMT reduction 

mitigation strategies are 

feasible? 

Menu of built environment and transportation 

demand management (TDM) mitigation 

strategies contained in Quantifying 

Greenhouse Gas Mitigation Strategies, 

CAPCOA, 2010. 

Built environment strategies require modifying 

the project, which may create inconsistencies 

with the project description and financial 

feasibility. TDM strategies are often building 

tenant dependent so their use requires on-

going monitoring and adjusting to account for 

changes in build tenants and their travel 

behavior. 

Ad-hoc project-by-project mitigation is less 

effective for reducing VMT than larger scale 

program-based approaches such as an impact 

fee program. 

Develop a VMT mitigation prog ram using any 

of the following approaches.  

1. Impact fee program based on a VMT 

reduction nexus. 

2. In-lieu fee program for VMT reducing actions. 

3. VMT mitigation bank or exchange program. 

4. TDM ordinance applying to all employers. 

Option 1: Rely on the OPR Technical Advisory  Thresholds  

Lead agencies have the discretion to select mitigation  measures 

and alternatives to reduce VMT. Ad-hoc project-by-project 

mitigation is less effective for reducing VMT than larger scale 

program-based approaches such as an impact fee program. 

 

Option 2: Set Thresholds Consistent with the General Plan 

Future Year VMT Projections  

Lead agencies have the discretion to select mitigation measures 

and alternatives to reduce VMT. Ad-hoc project-by-project 

mitigation is less effective for reducing VMT than larger scale 

program-based approaches such as an impact fee program. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction  
SB 743 implementation will provide guidance on and set policies regarding the evaluation of 

transportation impacts under the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). SB 743 removes the use of 

automobile delay or traffic congestion for determining trans portation impacts in environmental review. 

Instead, the latest CEQA Guidelines now specify that Vehicle Miles Traveled, or VMT8, is the appropriate 

metric to evaluate transportation impacts. To comply with these new rules, the Town will need to define 

policies and practices regarding the evaluation of transportation impacts under the California 

Environmental Quality Act, including guidance on how VMT should be calculated and presented in 

environmental documents. In short, SB 743 changes the focus of transportation impact analysis in CEQA 

from measuring impacts to drivers, to measuring the impact of driving. For additional information, 

Appendix C  and D provide a list of frequently asked questions (FAQ) on evaluating transportation 

impacts in CEQA and a summary sheet on SB 743 and the transition from LOS to VMT, respectively.  

Approach 

Under CEQA, agencies must decide what constitutes a significant environmental impact. The CEQA 

Guidelines encourage the use of thresholds of significance; they can be quantitative or qualitative 

performance standards by which the agency can measure the amount of impact the project causes and 

thereby determine if the projectõs impacts are significant. In fact, the new CEQA Guidelines Section 

15064.3(b)(4) (cited below) establishes that the lead agency has discretion to choose the most appropriate 

VMT methods for transportation impact analysis.  

Methodology. A lead agency has discretion to choose the most appropriate methodology to evaluate 

a projectõs vehicle miles traveled, including whether to express the change in absolute terms, per 

capita, per household or in any other measure. A lead agency may use models to estimate a 

projectõs vehicle miles traveled and may revise those estimates to reflect professional judgment 

based on substantial evidence. Any assumptions used to estimate vehicle miles traveled and any 

revisions to model outputs should be documented and explained in the environmental document 

prepared for the project. The standard of adequacy in Section 15151 shall apply to the analysis 

described in this section. 

 
8 VMT refers to òVehicle Miles Traveled,ó a metric that accounts for the number of  vehicle trips generated plus the 

length or distance of those trips. VMT is an accessibility performance metric that evaluates the changes in land use 

patterns, regional transportation systems, and other built environment characteristics, which is different from what 

the mobility performance metric vehicle level of service measures ð vehicle mobility. The document will use the 

terms Project generated VMT and Projectõs effect on VMT using boundary VMT metrics for specific geographic 

areas. Project generated VMT is the sum of the òVMT fromó and òVMT toó, and within a project site. Projectõs effect 

on VMT uses geographic boundary VMT to evaluate the change in VMT on all roadways without and with the 

project within a specific geographic area. 
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The expectations for environmental impact analysis highlighted within the CEQA Guidelines are 

listed below.  

Å Ä 15003 (f) = fullest possible protection of the environmentê 

Å § 15003 (i) = adequacy, completeness, and good-faith effort at full disclosureê 

Å § 15125 (c) = EIR must demonstrate that the significant environmental impacts of the proposed 

project were adequately investigatedê 

Å § 15144 = an agency must use its best efforts to find out and discloseê 

Å § 15151 = sufficient analysis to allow a decision which intelligently takes account of environmental 

consequencesê 

With the CEQA Guidelines expectations for an environmental impact analysis in mind, this document 

discusses several questions, grouped by the specific decisions about VMT metrics, VMT calculation 

methods, VMT significance thresholds, and VMT mitigation actions .9 Options and limitations for each 

question are presented from a technical transportation planning and engine ering perspective with a 

particular emphasis on addressing the CEQA Guidelines expectations for an environmental 

impact analysis.  

For simplicity, a Decisions, Options, Considerations, and Recommendations matrix accompanies this 

document as Appendix A  and summarizes the questions mentioned above. Town staff will use the 

document and other supporting materials  to develop its VMT significance thresholds. 

Because VMT is also used as an input for air quality, GHG, and energy consumption impact analyses in 

CEQA, the document will also discuss how VMT significance thresholds affect other aspects of the CEQA 

process. 

For each of the questions, there are three separate categories of projects that are subject to CEQA review 

and for which VMT evaluation will be needed. The Town will need to address how each of these three 

project categories will be evaluated, and consider all three project types when responding to policy 

questions: 

Å Land Use Projects : typically development projects on a single parcel or multiple adjacent parcels; 

Å Land Use Plans: such as the current General Plan update and future Specific Plans; 

Å Transportation Projects : infrastructure changes such as building or removing roads, bicycle 

facilities, and transit facilities.  

The implementation of SB 743 is just beginning for many lead agencies. Current CEQA practices have 

developed over several decades, incorporating a large body of case law and periodic updates to the CEQA 

Guidelines. Because SB 743 implementation is brand new, there is not yet any case law to guide our 

 
9 Typical CEQA practice focuses on environmental effects that occur on a typical weekday, so all references to VMT in 

this document are intended to mean VMT that occurs on a typical weekday. 
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understanding or interpretation. The document represents our current understanding of the options, 

limitations, and considerations, informed by our research into SB 743 and knowledge of past CEQA 

practice; this understanding will evolve over time as more agencies apply SB 743 concepts to their own 

CEQA procedures.  

Outline 

This document includes a background discussion about SB 743 and then transitions to the five sections: 

Background, VMT Metrics, VMT Calculation Methods, VMT Significance Thresholds, and VMT Mitigation  

Actions. The document is outlined below. 

Å Chapter 2: Background . A background discussion of transportation analysis before and after SB 

743 implementation to prov ide context for the decisions in the following sections. This section will 

also include a summary of relevant local land use and transportation polices planning documents, 

including the Townõs 2020 General Plan, Bicycle and Pedestrian Master Plan, Traffic Impact Policy, 

and Complete Streets Policy. 

Å Chapter 3: VMT Metrics . As a lead agency, the Town of Los Gatos has the discretion to choose 

the most appropriate methods to evaluate a projectõs VMT, including how the results of that 

method are expressed. Generally, VMT is expressed in several ways: total project generated VMT, 

project generated rates [Total project generated VMT per service population or partial project 

generated VMT per resident (or per employee)], in total (all VMT associated with a project or 

plan), or as the net òeffectó a project will have on VMT (listed as projectõs effect on VMT). This 

section will describe the benefits and shortcomings of each metric. 

Ƃ What form of VMT metrics could be used?10 

Å Chapter 4: VMT Calculation Methods . VMT forecasts are generated using various forms of 

models that range from simple spreadsheets (off -model) based on historic traffic growth trends 

to complex computer models that account for numerous factors that influence travel demand. In 

some cases, VMT can be estimated using sketch models or spreadsheet tools. VMT can also be 

estimated directly by multiplying the number of trips by an average trip length. Given the 

availability of two travel forecasting modes, the document will provide the Town with a review of 

Metropolitan Transportation Commission (MTC) and the Santa Clara County Valley Transportation 

Authority (VTA) travel forecasting models for VMT calculations in the Town of Los Gatos, including 

analytical strengths and weaknesses of each option. 

Ƃ What methods are available to use in estimating and forecasting VMT?  

Å Chapter 5: VMT Impact Significance Thresholds . The Town has discretion to choose its 

threshold of significance for identifying a VMT impact. The intent of a VMT threshold is to identify 

whether a project has substantial environmental impacts due to traffic (such as noise, air, 

pollution, and safety concerns), and whether a project balances the needs of congestion 

 
10 Each VMT metric will be defined in the document. 
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management with statewide goals such as the promotion of infill development. This chapter will 

also discuss the opportunity for òscreeningó projects in low VMT or transit priority areas. Should 

the Town choose not to use screening or need to conduct a complete VMT analysis baseline and 

cumulative VMT thresholds will be needed; therefore, this chapter will describe possible 

thresholds and summarize the supporting evidence for each. 

Ƃ Is the use of VMT impact screening desired?  

Ƃ What is the VMT impact significance threshold for land use projects under baseline 

conditions? 

Ƃ What is the VMT impact significance threshold for land use projects under cumulative 

conditions?  

Ƃ What is the VMT impact significant threshold for transportation projects under baseline 

conditions?  

Å Chapter 6: VMT Mitigation Actions . The Town will also need to determine if pr ojects will be able 

to mitigate significant VMT impacts, and whether those measures can reduce the severity of a 

potential VMT impact. This chapter will include a review of how other jurisdictions have 

incorporated transportation demand management into the ir VMT mitigation measures for VMT 

impacts, and a discussion of the potential risks and uncertainties related to VMT mitigation 

measures. This document will also discuss program-based VMT mitigation approaches which may 

be more effective than project -site only strategies and provide a way for development 

contributions to be pooled to pay for VMT reduction strategies that would not be feasible for 

individual projects to implement.  

Ƃ What VMT reduction mitigation strategies are feasible? 

Å Chapter 7: Additional Impleme ntation Considerations . This final chapter discusses a few Town-

specific implementation considerations. 

Å Appendices . The appendices include background data and additional information associated with 

the information presented in this docume nt.  

Ƃ Appendix A: Summary Matrix of Decisions, Options, and Recommendations  

Ƃ Appendix B: Comparison of Available Travel Forecasting Models 

Ƃ Appendix C: Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ): Evaluating Transportation Impacts in CEQA 

Ƃ Appendix D: Summary Sheet: SB 743 and the Transition from LOS to VMT 

Ƃ Appendix E: Summary of Legal Framework of SB 743 and Technical Background Information 

Ƃ Appendix F: Additional VMT Thresholds Background and Options Discussion 

Ƃ Appendix G: List of Transportation Projects Exempt from Environmental Analysis (CEQA) 

Ƃ Appendix H: Small Project Screening for SB 743 

Ƃ Appendix I: VMT Characteristics of the Town of Los Gatos 

Ƃ Appendix J: VMT Mitigation Through Banks and Exchanges: Understanding New Mitigation 

Approaches 
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Ƃ Appendix K: Comparison of CAPCOA Strategies Versus New Research Since 2010 
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Chapter 2. Background 
Use of CEQA Prior to SB 743 

CEQA was enacted in 1970 with the goal of providing a mechanism for disclosing to the public the 

environmental impacts of proposed actions. Before taking a discretionary action, lead agencies (such as 

the Town of Los Gatos) must determine if that action is subject to CEQA and conduct a review of the 

effects of that action on the physical environment. The State Office of Planning and Research (OPR) 

prepares and maintains guidel ines to help agencies implement CEQA. 

Under CEQA, lead agencies must determine whether a proposed project has the potential to cause 

significant environmental impacts. This determination must be based, to the extent possible, on factual 

data and scientific methods of analysis. The projectõs effect on transportation is one of the areas that must 

be analyzed. For many years, the Town of Los Gatos has used vehicle Level of Service (LOS) as the primary 

measure to evaluate a projectõs effect and determine transportation impacts.  

LOS is a qualitative description of vehicular traffic flow based on factors such as speed, travel time, delay, 

and freedom to maneuver. Six levels are defined from LOS A, which reflects free-flow conditions where 

there is very little int eraction between vehicles, to LOS F, where vehicle demand exceeds capacity and high 

levels of vehicle delay result. LOS E represents òat-capacityó operations. When traffic volumes exceed the 

capacity at an intersection, vehicles may wait through multiple signal cycles before traveling through the 

intersection; these operations are designated as LOS F. The calculation of vehicle LOS is done through the 

application of specialized software and is based on traffic counts, observations of vehicle interactions, and 

data about traffic signal operations (at those intersections that are signalized). 

Mitigating a LOS impact typically involves making changes to the physical transportation system in order 

to accommodate additional vehicles and reduce delays. These mitigations may involve actions such as 

installing traffic signals, adding turn lanes, widening roads, or contributing to the construction of 

HOV/Express Lanes, among other options. The identification of necessary mitigations resulting from 

project impacts has historically led to project sponsors identifying and funding these changes to the 

transportation system (i.e., paying a òfair shareó contribution toward funding a new traffic signal or 

widening an existing roadway).  

Overview of SB 743 and Legal Framework 

On September 27, 2013, Governor Jerry Brown signed SB 743 into law and started a process intended to 

fundamentally change transportation impact analysis as part of CEQA compliance. Specifically, the 

legislation directed the State of Californiaõs OPR to look at different metrics for identifying transportation 

impacts and make corresponding revisions to the CEQA Guidelines. The initial bill includes two legislative 

intent statements (emphasis and bullets added): 
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Å New methodologies  under the California Environmental Quality Act are needed for evaluating 

transportation impacts  that are better able to promote the stateõs goals of reducing GHG 

emissions and traffic-related air pollution, promoting the development of a multimodal 

transportation system, and providing  clean, efficient access to destinations.  

Å More appropriately balance the needs of congestion management with statewide goals related to 

infill development , promotion of public health through active transportation , and reduction of 

GHG emissions . 

These statements are important because they provide direction to OPR and to lead agencies. For OPR, the 

direction is largely about what new metrics should achieve. For lead agencies, the direction is about 

expected changes in transportation analysis (and related technical areas) and what factors to consider for 

significance thresholds. 

To implement this intent, SB 743 contains amendments to current congestion management law that allow 

towns, cities, and counties to opt -out of the LOS standards that would oth erwise apply. SB 743 does not 

prevent a lead agency from continuing to analyze delay or LOS as part of other plans (e.g., the general 

plan), fee programs, or on-going network monitoring . However, these metrics will no longer constitute 

the basis for CEQA impacts. Lead agencies can still use vehicle LOS outside of the CEQA process if they 

determine it is an important part of their transportation analysis process. The most common applications 

will likely occur for jurisdictions wanting to use vehicle LOS to plan roadways in their General Plan or 

determine nexus relationships for their impact fee programs. Jurisdictions can also continue to condition 

projects to build transportation improvements through the entitlement process in a variety of ways.  

Following several years of draft proposals and related public comments, OPR settled upon VMT as the 

preferred metric for assessing passenger vehicle-related impacts and issued revised CEQA Guidelines in 

December 2018, along with a Technical Advisory: On Evaluating Transportation Impacts in CEQA 

(December 2018) to assist practitioners in implementing the CEQA Guidelines revisions. Under the revised 

CEQA Guidelines, vehicle level of service (LOS) is no longer to be used as a determinant of significant 

environmental impacts, and analysis of a projectõs impacts will now be based on assessment of VMT. Lead 

agencies have until July 2020 to implement the new VMT methods, after which all transportation analysis 

performed under CEQA must be consistent with the revised CEQA Guidelines. 

The OPR Technical Advisory guidance is not a recipe for SB 743 implementation. Lead agencies must still 

make their own specific decisions about metrics, methods, thresholds, and mitigation. Further, the OPR 

guidance is primarily tied to  statewide goals for GHG reduction, and does not attempt to balance or 

resolve potential conflicts between state and lead agency goals, such as those expressed in local agency 

general plans and/or climate action plans. The OPR Technical Advisory presents a 15% statewide average 

reduction from baseline conditions, which may differ from a local jurisdictionõs VMT threshold based on 

long-term expectations for air qual ity and GHG expectations stated in its General Plan, Climate Action 

Plan and/or other long -range plans.  
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The CEQA Guidelines and the associated OPR Technical Advisory are largely consistent with the legislative 

direction noted abov e. Specifically, the use of VMT as a metric focuses on the total  amount of driving, 

rather than the driving experience. This new view presents an impact filter intended to promote the 

reduction of GHG emissions, the development of multimodal transportation networks, and a diversity of 

land uses. VMT can help identify how projects (land development and infrastructure) influence 

accessibility (i.e., access to places and people), noise, and emissions; thus, its selection as a metric is 

aligned with the objectives of SB 743.  

While final implementation steps for SB 743 have not yet been completed by most lead agencies, enough 

information is available to inform lead agencies about how to prepare for the upco ming transition to 

VMT. Based on the background context outlined above (see Appendix E  for more information) , the 

remainder of this document provides information about key decisions the Town will need to make 

regarding VMT metrics, calculation methods, impact thresholds, and impact mitigation.  

State of SB 743 Implementation 

The California lead agencies that have adopted VMT thresholds as of approximately January 2020 include:  

Å City/County of San Francisco 

Å City of Oakland 

Å City of Elk Grove 

Å City of Los Angeles 

Å City of San Jose 

Å City of Woodland  

Å CSU System: All 23 Campuses 

Å San Bernardino County 

Most early adopters were larger jurisdictions such as the City/County of San Francisco, City of Oakland, 

City of Los Angeles, and City of San Jose. These jurisdictions implemented screening thresholds by partial 

VMT or total VMT. Of these jurisdictions, only the City/County of San Francisco chose not to maintain LOS 

as an analysis requirement. Some of the more suburban communities have chosen to set thresholds based 

on total VMT. As will be discussed in the following chapters there are many possible VMT thresholds, but 

two prevailing threshold  options are most prevalent: 1) a project-by-project baseline conditions VMT 

screening by land use (similar to or identical to the OPR Technical Advisory), or 2) set a jurisdiction specific 

VMT threshold based on long-term expectations for air quality and GHG expectations (as discussed later, 

a jurisdiction may choose to complet e VMT impact analysis as part of its General Plan EIR and make 

specific use of CEQA Guidelines Section 15183 to streamline project specific CEQA analysis). 
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Local Framework and Summary of Existing Policies 

The Townõs General Plan includes underlying expectations of how population and employment will 

change between the base year and future year scenarios. Because VMT is a composite metric that is an 

output of combining long-term population and employment growth projections with long -term 

transportation networ k infrastructure ð the Town of Los Gatos effectively already has a VMT growth 

budget (i.e., how much VMT growth is anticipated, where that growth will occur and in what forms)  that 

has already been planned for and determined to be acceptable in the Los Gatos 2020 General Plan. The 

Town is currently updating t heir General Plan, which may change current goals, policies, and programs to 

address emerging trends, recent changes in State law and consider new issues in Los Gatos. The Town of 

Los Gatos Bicycle and Pedestrian Master Plan (2017) describes the planned bicycle and pedestrian 

networks. The Los Gatos Sustainability Plan (2012) quantifies the communitywide GHG emissions between 

2008 and 2020 and sets a communitywide GHG emissions target with specific measures to further reduce 

GHG emissions. The Town of Los Gatos Traffic Impact Policy establishes the framework to ensure that trips 

generated by new developments do not create undesirable effects and guarantee that each new 

development pays for its fair share of the transportation improvements need ed to accommodate the 

cumulative traffic impacts. The Town of Los Gatos Complete Streets Policy defines complete streets 

principles within the context of Los Gatos, provides the implementation framework on applying the  policy, 

and identifies the process for exemptions.  

This section will also include a discussion of the specification of the Santa Clara Countywide VMT 

Estimation Tool that will screen and estimate project generated VMT and VMT reductions for land use 

projects in Santa Clara County, the Townõs standard conditions of approval, and the VTA Transportation 

Impact Analysis Guidelines (2014). 

General Plan 

The Land Use and Community Design Element, Vasona Light Rail Element, and Transportation Element of 

the Los Gatos 2020 General Plan (2010) states the community land use and transportation goals, policies, 

and actions for land use growth and multimodal travel. The Transportation Element and Vasona Light Rail 

Element goals are listed below for reference: 

Å Goal TRA-1: To develop transportation systems that meet current and future needs of residents 

and businesses. 

Å Goal TRA-2: To create and maintain a safe, efficient, and well-designed roadway network. 

Å Goal TRA-3: To prevent and mitigate traffic impacts from new develop ment. 

Å Goal TRA-4: To ensure that future changes to Highway 17 do not negatively impact the quality of 

life or small-town character of Los Gatos. 

Å Goal TRA-5: To ensure that Los Gatosõs streets are safe for all users, including drivers, cyclists, and 

pedestrians. 

Å Goal TRA-6: To improve traffic flow in the downtown and reduce the effect of downtown traffic on 

nearby commercial and residential areas. 
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Å Goal TRA-7: To ensure that hillside streets maintain the rural atmosphere, minimize disruption of 

ecological integrity, and provide safe and continuous access consistent with development allowed 

by the Hillside Specific Plan and Hillside Development Standards and Guidelines. 

Å Goal TRA-8: To improve mass transit within Los Gatos. 

Å Goal TRA-9: To reduce reliance on the automobile by promoting alternative modes of 

transportation in the transportation system.  

Å Goal TRA-10: To encourage increased levels of bicycling and walking. 

Å Goal TRA-11: To provide a safe and efficient system of bicycle and multiple use trails throughout 

the Town, creating a non-motorized connection to recreational and commuting destinations.  

Å Goal TRA-12: To ensure a well-designed and well-maintained system of trails that connects the 

Town and open space areas. 

Å Goal TRA-13: To provide adequate parking for existing and proposed uses, and to minimize 

impacts on surrounding residential neighborhoods.  

Å Goal TRA-14: To ensure that there is adequate parking in Downtown to meet the needs of Los 

Gatos residents and visitors. 

Å Goal VLR-1: To promote the construction of Vasona Light Rail. 

Å Goal VLR-2: To encourage affordable housing (senior housing, multi-family housing, mixed-use 

with housing) in appropriate locations within the Vasona Light Rail area to address the Townõs 

housing needs and take advantage of the opport unities afforded by mass transit. 

Å Goal VLR-3: To encourage mixed-use developments that coordinate housing in proximi ty to 

either neighborhood commercial uses or employment centers.  

Å Goal VLR-4: To provide opportunities for a variety of nonresidential land u ses within the Vasona 

Light Rail area. 

Å Goal VLR-5: To provide opportunities for the Vasona Light Rail area to address the recreational 

and open space needs of the Town. 

Å Goal VLR-6: To work with property owners and prospective developers to facilitate order ly 

development. 

Å Goal VLR-7: To ensure that the design review process produces a high quality mixture of 

residential and non-residential uses within the Vasona Light Rail area. 

Å Goal VLR-8: To limit the adverse impacts of development within the Vasona Light Rail area. 

Å Goal VLR-9: To reduce traffic impacts of residential development within the Vasona Light Rail area 

by taking advantage of mass transit opportunities.  

The General Plan policies and actions provide additional detail regarding the underlying expectations of 

how population and employment will be supported and how the community will travel. Additionally , the 

General Plan establishes peak hour LOS D11 as an acceptable level of traffic operation at intersections in 

 
11 Policy TRA-3.5: If project traffic will cause any intersection to drop more than one level if the intersection is at LOS 

A, B, or C, or to drop at all if the intersection is at LOS D or below, the project shall mitigate the traffic so that the 

level of service will remain at an acceptable level 
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Los Gatos; however, the General Plan does not include VMT metrics. The influence of the goals and 

policies can be strengthened by adding VMT metrics and thresholds to CEQA analysis for land use and 

transportation projects. The key challenge is determining the appropriate threshold for determini ng 

significant impacts that require mitigati on. To that end, the Town will need to determine specific VMT 

metrics and thresholds to be used for the General Plan as well as subsequent land use projects. 

Addressing VMT impacts in the General Plan Environmental Impact Review (EIR) provides some potential 

benefits for streamlining land use project CEQA review. The Town can also decide whether to use VMT for 

transportation projects.  

Sustainability Plan  

Over the past ten years, the state of California has adopted state legislation to address climate change 

and streamline CEQA evaluation of transportation (including AB 32, SB 375, SB 743, and AB 1358). 

Specifically, with the passage of Assembly Bill (AB) 32, the Global Warming Solutions Act of 2006, the 

State of California committed itself to reducing GHG emissions to 1990 levels by 2020. SB 375 provides 

guidance on how curbing emissions from cars and light trucks can help the state comply with AB 32. In 

response to this state legislation and its community values to reduce GHG emissions, the Los Gatos 

Sustainability Plan (2012) quantifies the communitywide GHG emissions between 2008 and 2020 and sets 

a communitywide GHG emissions target12 with specific measures to further reduce GHG emissions. The 

transportation sector represents the largest communitywide GHG emissions sector (65%). The 

transportation measures are summarized below: 

Å Measure TR-1: Support for Pedestrians, Bicyclists, and Transit ð Promote walking, bicycling, and 

transit through new building and new pro ject requirements, a Safe Routes to School Program, 

traffic calming to dissuade Highway 17 cut-through traffic, and transit access improvements.  

Å Measure TR-2: North Forty Area Land Uses ð Require a variety of local-serving commercial uses 

and encourage mixed-use development in the North Forty  area, reducing VMT. 

Å Measure TR-3: Fixed-Route Shuttle ð Provide a fixed-route shuttle system to the downtown area 

from key residential areas, employment and commercial centers, Vasona Light Rail, and Vasona 

Park. 

Å Measure TR-4: Bicycle Facilities and Programs ð Provide for new bicycle facilities and programs 

through installing new bicycle facilities, requiring bicycle support facilities in major on -residential 

developments, installing bicycle parking facilities in Downtown, and encouraging a bicycle-

sharing program.  

Å Measure TR-5: School Pool Program ð Implement a School Pool Program that helps match 

parents to carpool students to school.  

Å Measure TR-6: Vehicle Circulation, Parking, and Idling Reduction Program ð Support trip 

reduction and the use of electric vehicles through a voluntary Employer Commute Reduction 

 
12 Los Gatos Greenhouse Gas Emissions Reduction Target: reduce GHG emissions by 15 percent below baseline (2008 

or earlier) emissions by 2020 (Los Gatos Sustainability Plan, page 4-1). 
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Program, preferential parking for vanpools, carpools, and electric vehicles, and a car-sharing 

program.  

Å Measure TR-7: Student Transit Outreach ð Coordinate with local school districts on marketing, 

promoting, and educating students about the benefits of using public transit as a mode of travel.  

Å Measure TR-8: Vehicle Circulation, Parking, and Idling Reduction Programs ð Reduce vehicle 

circulation associated with parking and reduce vehicle idling through better wayfinding and 

public outreach around schools during pick -up and drop -off times.  

Bicycle and Pedestrian Master Plan 

The Town of Los Gatos Bicycle and Pedestrian Master Plan (2017) summarizes goals for improving the 

bicycle and pedestrian network, existing and proposed facilities, and programs involving education, 

enforcement, and promotion. The Plan was developed in conformance with the Los Gatos General Plan, 

and supports the imp lementation of a convenient, safe, and accessible system that supports walking and 

bicycling. Goals of the Bicycle and Pedestrian Master Plan are: 

Å Goal A. Education and Encouragement: Encourage the Los Gatos and Monte Sereno communities 

to walk or ride a bike for recreation, transportation, and health, supporting safety education 

programs for all road users. 

Å Goal B. Enforcement: Promote safety for all road users through compliance with traffic codes for 

drivers, bicyclists and pedestrians.  

Å Goal C. Accessibility and Connectivity: Develop a cohesive and òlow-stressó bicycle and pedestrian 

network that ensures safe and convenient facilities for those bicycling and walking ð connecting 

community members to employment, educational, cultural, civic, transit, recreational and 

shopping destinations. 

Å Goal D. Engineering/Development Standards: Provide high-quality and highly effective bicycle 

and pedestrian facilities to enhance the safety, comfort and convenience of people walking and 

bicycling. 

Å Goal E. Evaluation and Implementation Strategies: Ensure successful implementation of the 

Bicycle and Pedestrian Master Plan by developing effective implementation programs and 

funding strategies, and establishing clear roles and responsibilities for all relevant Town 

departments. 

Traffic Impact Policy  

The Town of Los Gatos Traffic Impact Policy (#1-05, March 2017) provides guidance to Town Staff and the 

development community in implementing the provisions of the Town Municipal Code, Chapter 15, Article 

VII, Traffic, also known as the òTown of Los Gatos Traffic Impact Mitigation Fee Ordinance.ó The Policy is 

used by the Town to ensure that trips generated by new developments do not create undesirable effects 

and guarantee that each new development pays for its fair share of the transportation improvements 

needed to accommodate the cumulative traffic impacts.  
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Section II of the policy identifies when a traffic impact mitigation fee must be paid and identifies when a 

comprehensive traffic impact analysis must be conducted. According to the policy, projects tha t are 

determined by the Town to generate one or more new net average daily vehicle trips would be required 

to pay a traffic impact mitigation fee. The fee, currently set at $902.00 per new net average daily vehicle 

trip generat ed (July 1, 2016), is based on the unfunded cost of the transportation improvements necessary 

to update the traffic circulation system as identified in the Los Gatos General Plan. In addition, projects 

which will generate 20 or more new peak hour vehicle trips would be required to com plete a 

comprehensive traffic impact analysis report. 

Complete Street s Policy  

The Town of Los Gatos Complete Streets Policy (#3-01, February 2019) guides relevant departments by 

formally applying complete streets principles in transportation projects and f unding programs Town-wide. 

Complete streets are generally defined as streets that are planned, designed, and operated for safe 

mobility of all users including pedestrians, bicyclists, motorists, and transit users of all ages and abilities. 

The policy defines complete streets principles within the context of Los Gatos, provides the 

implementation framework on applying the polic y, and identifies the process for exemptions.   

Santa Clara Countywide VMT Estimation Tool  

The Santa Clara Countywide VMT Estimation Tool (SCC VMT Estimation Tool), released May 2020, will 

screen projects to identify if the projects a re exempt from further VMT analysis using Project generated 

VMT thresholds and transportation priority areas, estimate the Project generated VMT rate and estimate 

VMT reductions for land use projects in Santa Clara County. The types of land use projects addressed 

include residential, office, and industrial land uses, those land uses in combination with each other, and 

those land uses with or without local serving retail space. The SCC VMT Estimation Tool will be modular 

such that VTA, along with cities in Santa Clara County and the County of Santa Clara, can include their 

specific VMT screening criteria or model data within the Tool. The Tool will be scalable such that it can be 

used for a range of project sizes and location within any jurisdiction in Santa Clara County. 

The SCC VMT Estimation tool evaluates the VMT for proposed land use projects by determining whether 

the project is located within a low VMT g enerating area, estimating the project generated VMT, and 

evaluating the project generated VMT after potential reduction measures have been applied. The travel 

forecasting data that the SCC VMT Estimation Tool uses is static, meaning that any data in this tool does 

not affect the data used from the source travel forecasting model.  

The SCC VMT Estimation Tool consists of three separate modules: 

Å VMT Screening : The location of the project is used to determine if the project site is within a low 

VMT generating area, including low VMT generating traffic analysis zones (TAZ) or parcels and 

transit priority areas (TPA). 

Å Project Generated VMT : A combination of the projectõs location and project details is used to 

estimate VMT generated from the project, which is expressed as a VMT rate (i.e., VMT per 
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population generating the VMT). This process can use the Santa Clara Valley Transportation 

Authority (VTA)õs parcel-level VMT data or TAZ level VMT generation rates to estimate the 

projectõs VMT.  

Å VMT Reductions : A series of VMT mitigation measures are applied to potentially reduce the 

project generated VMT. The project VMT is compared to the applicable VMT threshold to 

determine whether it falls below the threshold at the start, or whether it is reduced below the 

threshold after applying additional VMT reduction measures. The VMT threshold used in this 

module is calculated in the VMT Screening module. 

VTA Transportation Impact Analysis Guidelines  

The Town of Los Gatos follows the Santa Clara Valley Transportation Authority (VTA) Congestion 

Management Program Transportation Impact Analysis Guidelines (2014) when conducting a transportation 

impact analysis for a land use or transportation project that affects congestion management program 

intersections or freeway segments. For consistency, Town staff has also used these guidelines for its local 

intersection analysis. The VTA Guidelines are established to provide a clear and consistent technical 

approach for projects that could have transportation effects (adverse and beneficial) on the transportation 

system and services. TAs provide essential information for decision -makers and the public when 

evaluating individual development and transportation infrastructure projects. 13  

 

 
13 Once Town Council has made its decisions regarding the VMT Metrics, VMT Methods, VMT Thresholds, and VMT 

Mitigation Approach, Town of Los Gatos Transportation Analysis (TA) guidelines will be prepared to provide a clear 

and consistent technical approach to transportation improvement a nd operations analysis within the Town of Los 

Gatos. 
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Chapter 3. VMT Metrics 
The CEQA Guidelines state that each lead agency can identify  the metrics and methods used to evaluate 

environmental effects, so the Town can choose from a variety of VMT metrics. Typical CEQA practice 

focuses on environmental effects that occur on a typical weekday, so all references to VMT in the 

remainder of this document are intended to mean VMT that occurs on a typical weekday. Weekday VMT 

can be broken down into components related to trips for specific purposes (for example, commute trips 

or shopping trips). Total VMT will tend to scale with the level of activity in a location; that is, the more 

people who live or work in a particular zone, the higher the total VMT associated with that  zone.  

Many jurisdictions find it useful to express VMT as an efficiency metric (e.g., VMT per person or VMT per 

employee). This form of the metric is unrelated to the level of activity in a particular location and more 

about how efficiently the people at that location travel. A project that contributes to a more efficient use 

of the t ransportation system would reduce the total VMT per person as compared to a no-project 

scenario. A commonly used efficiency metric is òtotal VMT per service population,ó in which the 

denominator called òservice populationó includes all the variables that generate vehicle trips in the models 

that estimate VMT; in most instances this will include residents plus employees, and may also include 

other categories of people such as visitors or students if those categories are used in the trip generation 

estimates in the model.  

Recommendations in OPR Technical Advisory 

The OPR Technical Advisory recommends the use of efficiency metrics for presentation in CEQA analysis, 

particularly the following:  

Å Residential Land Use: Home-based (light-duty vehicle) VMT per capita (resident), or household 

generated VMT per capita (resident). 

Å Office Land Use: Home-based work (light-duty vehicle) VMT per employee, total employee VMT 

per employee, or work tour VMT per employee. 

OPR recommends a Total VMT metric for retail uses, particularly the followi ng: 

Å Retail Land Use: Total VMT (all vehicles) within an area affected by a project. 

As the OPR examples show, the VMT metric specification can include all or a portion of all trip purposes, 

populations, and vehicle types. The OPR recommendations illustrate two VMT metric option concepts:  

1. Total VMT (used in the OPR metric for the retail land use) as compared to Partial VMT (used 

in the OPR metrics for office and residential land uses). 

2. Project-Generated VMT (used in the OPR metrics for office and residential land uses) as 

compared to Projectõs Effect on VMT (used in the OPR metric for the retail land use).  
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What Form of VMT Metrics Could be Used? 

VMT can be expressed in a variety of forms depending on specific objectives of the analysis. Examples of 

these forms include: 

Å Total Project Generated VMT: VMT including all vehicle trips, vehicle types, and trip purposes. This 

can be expressed as Total Project Generated VMT or Total Project Generated VMT per service 

population (residents plus employees). 

Å Partial Home-Based VMT: VMT generated by light-duty vehicles for all trips that begin or end at a 

residential land use. This is used in describing the VMT effects of residential land uses and is often 

expressed as home-based VMT per resident. 

Å Partial Home-Based Work VMT: VMT generated by light-duty vehicles only for commute trips 

(that is, trips that have one end at a workplace and one end at a residence). This is used in 

describing the VMT effects of workplaces, and is often expressed as home-based work VMT per 

employee. 

Å Boundary VMT: VMT that occurs within a selected geographic boundary (e.g., city, county, or 

region) by any type of vehicle. This captures all on-road travel occurring on a roadway network for 

any purpose, and includes local trips as well as trips that pass through the area without stopping.  

VMT Metric Options: Total  VMT and Partial  VMT 

Total VMT  metrics include all types of VMT captured by a travel forecasting model, regardless of the type 

of vehicle or the tripõs purpose. In practice, this means the metric includes visitor trips, medium-duty and 

heavy-duty vehicles, public transit buses, and other types of vehicle miles that might not be captured in 

the most common partial VMT metrics.  

To the extent that SB 743 is designed to promote infill development,  and there is substantial evidence 

that building projects in one area will have simil ar VMT effects to existing conditions in that area, a total 

VMT analysis may not be necessary, or total VMT may be estimated using simpler approaches than a 

unique travel demand forecasting model run (methodology options are discussed in  Chapter 4). However, 

for projects that are large, complex, controversial, or represent a unique land use for the study area, a 

total VMT metric will likely be the most appropriate way to as sess project effects. In addition, total VMT 

metrics derived from a transportation fo recasting model are necessary to measure a projectõs effect on 

VMT, or how the project changes the total VMT in a given geographic area. This Boundary VMT is 

discussed further in a later section òProjectõs Effect on VMTó (starting on page 22).  

Total VMT is also useful for consistency with other EIR sections, namely GHG, air quality, and energy 

consumption . Each of these sections uses total VMT as an input for its analysis, although they may 

consider VMT on an annual rather than daily basis. 

Partial VMT  refers to the use of only particular trip purposes and/or vehicle types for assessing a projectõs 

impacts. The efficiency metrics recommended by OPR for use in analyzing office and residential projects 

are partial VMT metrics, because they include only light-duty passenger vehicles, and only trips for a 
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specific purpose or made by a specific population. The benefit of these partial VMT metrics is that they 

allow for sketch-level analysis using findings from a prior model run, they are easier to understand and 

visualize, and for single land uses that are similar to existing development patterns they are likely 

reflective of the same impact patterns as would be present with analysis of total VMT. Understanding 

where built environment conditions lead to VMT-efficient residential and workplace activity is substantial 

evidence that could help support conclusions that adding similar land uses to those areas would create 

similar outcomes. This can be considered analogous to collecting vehicle counts at a nearby existing 

project and developing custom local rates. Reporting a portion of VMT from select trip purposes and 

limiting the VMT to light -duty vehicles could be useful for initial b aseline VMT screening, and for some 

project types, a more complete VMT analysis may be needed. 

Project applicants may also have concerns with the separation of land uses because it may produce VMT 

forecasts that dilute the benefits of their projects. For example, mixed-use projects help reduce VMT by 

shortening vehicle trip lengt hs or reducing vehicle trips because of the convenience of walking, bicycling, 

or using transit between project destinations. To quantify these effects with models used in current 

practice requires analyzing the project as a whole.  

VMT Metric Options: Pro ject Generated VMT and Projectõs Effect on VMT  

There are several different VMT metrics that must be included in a complete VMT analysis. One of them, 

òprojectõs effect on VMT,ó requires use of a travel forecasting model to evaluate potential areawide VMT 

changes caused by the project.  

Å Project-generated VMT: The sum of the VMT from, to, and within a project site. 

Å Projectõs effect on VMT (within a selected geographic boundary): An evaluation of the change in 

total on -road vehicle travel within a geographic area boundary between without and with project 

conditions.14 The boundary for a projectõs analysis should be selected based on project 

characteristics such as size and location. The analysis would typically be done at a 

townwide/ citywide, countywide, or regional scale.  

The project-generated VMT and projectõs effect on VMT (using boundary VMT) accounting methods are 

presented in Figure 1 as a generic representation of the VMT metrics. Figure 2  shows the same metrics 

based on the Town of Los Gatos town limits and street system. Both of these metrics are needed for a 

comprehensive view of a projectõs VMT effects. As discussed in the OPR Technical Advisory, òênew retail 

development redistr ibutes shopping trips rather than creating new trips, 15 estimating the total change in 

 
14 An often-cited example of how a project can affect VMT is the addition of a grocery store in a food desert. 

Residents of a neighborhood without a grocery store have to travel a great distance to an existing grocery store. 

Adding the grocery store to  that neighborhood will shorten many of the grocery shopping trips and reduce the 

VMT to/from the neighborhood.  
15 Lovejoy, et al. (2013) Measuring the impacts of local land-use policies on vehicle miles traveled: The case of the first 

big-box store in Davis, California, The Journal of Transport and Land Use. 



 

SB 743 Implementation Decisions for the Town of Los Gatos 

July 2020 

18  

VMT (i.e., the difference in total VMT in the area affected with and without the project) is the best way to 

analyze a retail projectõs transportation impact.ó 
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Project -generated VMT  is calculated by summing the òVMT fromó and òVMT toó the project site (or a 

larger area when the project is a plan such as a Specific Plan or General Plan). These calculations are 

usually performed using outputs from a travel forecasting model. Most travel forecasting models will 

output information on the Project Generated VMT associated with the land use in a given transportation 

analysis zone (TAZ); that total is typically as follows: 

ὖὶέὮὩὧὸ ὋὩὲὩὶὥὸὩὨ ὠὓὝ ὠὓὝ ὊὶέάὠὓὝ Ὕέ ὍὍὍὢ ὍὍὢὍ ςz ὍὍὍὢὢὍ 

Å Internal-internal (II): The full length of all trips made entirely within the project area is counted. 

Å Internal-external (IX): The full length of all trips with an origin w ithin the project area and 

destination outside of the area is counted.  

Å External-internal (XI): The full length of all trips with an origin ou tside of the project area and 

destination within the area is counted.  

There are two additional adjustments that should be made to reach a total project  generated VMT. First, 

because most VMT calculation methods multiply the number of trip ends by the trip  length, the internal-

internal VMT in the project area is double counted ; convention generally divides the internal-internal VMT 

by two to compensate for this . Second, an adjustment to the project generated VMT should be made to 

include the full length of trips that leave the travel forecasting model area to fully capture interregional 

travel (an example may be a trip from Los Gatos to Sacramento; Sacramento is not included in any of the 

Bay Area travel models as a transportation analysis zone). 

The total can be further broken down into components related to trips for specific purposes (for example, 

commute trips or shopping trips).  

When describing VMT metrics in impact analysis, lead agencies should report project changes in absolute 

terms and consider whether an òefficiency formó of the metric such as total project generated VMT per 

service population (i.e., population plus employment) is meaningful for impact analysis.16 Since emissions 

and energy impact analysis require absolute amounts of VMT as an input, total weekday VMT in absolute 

terms is the minimum requirement. The efficiency form of the metric is a VMT generation rate similar to a 

vehicle trip rate. In addition, since total  VMT will increase or fluctuate with population and employment 

growth, changes in economic activity, and expansion of new vehicle travel choices (i.e., Uber, Lyft, 

autonomous vehicles, etc.), expressing VMT measurement in an efficiency metric form allows for more 

 
16 Many jurisdictions find it useful to express VMT as an efficiency metric (e.g., VMT per person or VMT per employee). 

This form of the metric is unrelated to the level of activity in a particular loca tion and more about how efficiently the 

people at that location travel. A project that contributes to a more efficient use of the transportation system  would 

reduce the total VMT per person as compared to a no-project scenario. A commonly used efficiency metric is òtotal 

VMT per service population,ó in which the denominator called òservice populationó includes all of the variables that 

generate vehicle trips in the travel forecasting models that estimate VMT; in most instances this will include 

residents plus employees, and may also include other categories of people such as visitors or students if those 

categories are used in the trip generation estimates in the travel forecasting model.  
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direct comparisons to baseline conditions when it comes to land use projects, land use plans, and 

transportation projects.   

Projectõs effect on VMT is estimated within a selected geographic boundary (e.g., town/ city, county or 

region) and captures all VMT on the roadway network including both local trips and longer-distance  

travel that does not have an origin or destination within the area . It is often referred to as boundary VMT. 

It is a more complete evaluation of the potential effects of the project because it captures the combined 

effect of new VMT, shifting of existing VMT to/from other neighborhoods, and/or shifts in existing VMT to 

alternate travel routes or modes. The absolute change in VMT between a without project and with project 

condition can be compared directly if the land use tot als are equal between scenarios. If the land use 

totals are different, the VMT should be divided by the service population (typically residents plus 

employees but may include other VMT generators like students and visitors) to distinguish the effects of 

population and/or employment gr owth from the effects of changes in personal travel behavior.  

The land use changes for typical projects in the Town are relatively small compared to the total residential 

population and employment of the Town and the typical project is unlikely to have widespread regional 

VMT effects. Therefore, if using a travel model to estimate a smaller projectõs effect on VMT, the selected 

geographic region should be either the County or Town. However, the selected area should remain large 

enough to capture the VMT changes associated with the project. Additional considerations for smaller 

projects are discussed further in the VMT Calculation Methods chapter (Chapter 4).  

VMT Metrics for Other Resource Areas 

As referenced earlier in this discussion of VMT metrics, a common practice for GHG, air quality, and 

energy consumption impact analysis is to use the following VMT produced using a local or regional travel 

forecasting models: 

Å Project generated VMT: Total project generated VMT with adjustments for trips that travel ou tside 

the model area and disaggregated by speed bin.17 (This VMT metric may vary based on a local 

jurisdictions General Plan, Climate Action Plan, and regional air district requirements.)  

Å Projectõs effect on VMT within a select geography: Boundary VMT on all roadways within a 

geographic area disaggregated by speed bin. 

Emissions vary by speed bin; disaggregating VMT by speed bin allows different emissions factors to be 

applied at different speeds, which allows for the preparation of a more refined emissions analysis. 

 
17 Total VMT by speed bin is the VMT on the roadway for a given speed range (typically a five mile an hour increment 

of speed from 0 to ~80 miles per hour). Emissions rates of criteria pollutants and GHG, and energy consumption 

vary based on vehicle speed. Thus, segmenting VMT by speed bin provides a more precise estimate of these 

emissions. 
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Summary of VMT Metric Options 

The following summary table (Table 1) clarifies the VMT metric, definition, VMT accounting specification, 

and potential use as an input for other CEQA sections including GHG, air quality, and energy consumption 

impact analysis. With the exception of Total Project Generate VMT per service population, each VMT 

metric listed in this table are described in the Technical Advisory: On Evaluating Transportation Impacts in 

CEQA (December 2018); see pages 5, 6 and 23, and Appendix 1 of the Technical Advisory.  It is suggested 

that each of these VMT metrics be included so that all forms of VMT needed for screening and complete 

analysis are available (including total VMT by speed bin for air quality, GHG, and energy impact analysis). 

Table 1: Summary of Common VMT Metrics  

VMT Metric 1 Definition  

Location of VMT 

Accounting 

Specification  in 

this Document  

Recommended 

by OPR 

VMT used for 

other CEQA 

Sections? 

Total Proj ect Generated 

VMT 

Daily VMT of all vehicle trips, 

vehicle types, and trip purposes 

for all project land uses, 

presented as a total project 

generated VMT. 

Project 

Generated VMT 

Accounting on 

page 16 

Yes, for land use 

plans, and 

discussed in 

Appendix 1 of 

the OPR 

Technical 

Advisory. 

Yes 

Tota l Project Generated 

VMT per Service 

Population 2, 3 

(aka Total Project 

Generated VMT Rate) 

Daily VMT of all vehicle trips, 

vehicle types, and trip purposes 

for all project land uses, divided 

by the sum of residents plus 

employees. 

Project 

Generated VMT 

Accounting on 

page 16 using 

Total VMT per 

Service 

Population. 

No, although 

may be helpful 

for mixed-use 

projects and 

comparing land 

use scenarios, 

particularly when 

using a travel 

forecasting 

model. 

Yes 

Partial Home -Based 

VMT per Resident 4 (aka 

Home -Based VMT Rate) 

VMT generated by light -duty 

vehicles for all trips that begin or 

end at a residential land use, 

divided by residents. 

Project 

Generated VMT 

Accounting on 

page 16 using 

Home-Based 

VMT per 

Resident. 

Yes, for 

residential 

projects on page 

5 and Appendix 1 

of OPR Technical 

Advisory. 

No 

Partial Home -Based 

Work VMT per 

Employee 4 (aka Home -

Based Work VMT  Rate) 

VMT by light -duty vehicles only 

for work trips (that is, trips that 

have one end at a workplace 

and one end at a residence), 

divided by number of 

employees. 

Project 

Generated VMT 

Accounting on 

page 16 using 

Home-Based 

Work VMT per 

Employee. 

Yes, for office 

projects on page 

6 and Appendix 1 

of OPR Technical 

Advisory. 

No 
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Table 1: Summary of Common VMT Metrics  

VMT Metric 1 Definition  

Location of VMT 

Accounting 

Specification  in 

this Document  

Recommended 

by OPR 

VMT used for 

other CEQA 

Sections? 

Projectõs Effect on VMT 

within the  Boundary of 

a Specific Area  (aka 

Boundary VMT)  

VMT that occurs within a 

selected geographic boundary 

(e.g., City, County, or region) by 

any type of vehicle. This 

captures all on-road vehicle 

travel on a roadway network for 

any purpose, and includes local 

trips as well as trips that pass 

through the area without 

stopping . 

Boundary VMT 

on page 15. 

Yes, for retail 

projects and 

transportation 

projects on pages 

5, 6 and 23 and 

Appendix 1 of 

the OPR 

Technical 

Advisory. 

Yes 

Notes: 

1. Each VMT metric is an option for baseline and/or cumulative impact analysis.  

2. Total project generated VMT is derived from this VMT rate.  

3. The project generated VMT accounting is similar to an origin-destination accounting used for many Climate Action Plans. 

4. A partial VMT estimate. 

Source: Fehr & Peers, 2020.  
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¶ Total Project Generated VMT 

¶ Total Project Generated VMT per Service 

Population**  

¶ Household generated VMT per Resident 

(requires an activity/tour -based travel 

forecasting model) 

¶ Home-Based VMT per Resident (a partial VMT 

estimate) 

¶ Home-Based Work VMT per Employee (a 

partial VMT estimate) 

¶ Projectõs Effect on VMT using Boundary VMT 

for a specific area 

Metrics other than total VMT and total VMT per 

service population typically only represent partial 

VMT (i.e., some vehicle types and trip purposes are 

excluded in the models used to estimate VMT). This 

may be acceptable for screening purposes but not 

for a complete VMT impact analysis. Project-

generated VMT metrics cannot capture how a project 

changes behavior of non-project residents or 

employees. 

The expectations of a CEQA impact analysis to strive 

to provide a complete picture of the effec ts of a 

project on the environment are highlighted within 

the CEQA Guidelines. For lead agencies, VMT metrics 

and method should consider current practice for air 

quality, greenhouse gases (GHG), and energy 

consumption impact analysis. In general, VMT is used 

as an input for these other analyses and current 

practice is to produce VMT estimates and forecasts 

that comply with CEQA Guidelines expectations. 

 

** Service population includes population plus 

employment and may include students or visitors; it 

is intended to include all independent variables used 

in estimating trips.  

Include the following so that forms of VMT needed 

for screening and complete VMT analysis are 

available:  

¶ Total Project Generated VMT 

¶ Total Project Generated VMT per Service 

Population  

¶ Home-based VMT per Resident  

¶ Home-based work VMT per Employee  

¶ Boundary VMT for an appropriate area affected 

by the Project (needed for air quality, GHG, and 

energy analysis) 

Include the following so that forms of VMT needed 

for a complete VMT analysis are available: 

¶ Total Project Generated VMT 

¶ Total Project Generated VMT per Service 

Population  

¶ Boundary VMT for an appropriate area affected 

by the Project (needed for air quality, GHG, and 

energy analysis) 
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Chapter 4. VMT Calculation Methods 
What Methods are Available to Use in Estimating and 
Forecasting VMT?  

VMT forecasts are generated using various forms of travel forecasting models that range from simple 

spreadsheets based on historic travel trends to complex computer models that account for numerous 

factors influencing travel demand. Possible travel forecasting models/tools include: 

Å Travel Forecasting Models: A travel forecasting model is a computer model used to estimate 

travel behavior for a specific horizon year based on land use and transportation network supply 

inputs. VMT is one output of a travel forecasting model run. The Caltrans Statewide Travel 

Forecasting Model, Metropolitan Transportation Commission (MTC) Regional Travel Forecasting 

Model, and VTA-C/CAG Bi-County Travel Forecasting Model are all examples of travel 

forecasting models.  

Å Non-model òAccounting Methods:ó In some cases where a travel model is not available or not 

appropriate, VMT can be estimated using sketch models or spreadsheet tools. VMT can also be 

estimated directly by multiplying the number of trips by an average trip length. Trips can be 

estimated using trip generation surveys or trip generation rate data. Trip lengths can be extracted 

from models or from standardiz ed averages or travel pattern data from the regional or sub-

regional planning organization. Using trip length averages does not consider changes to the 

roadway network or traffic congestion, or the projectõs potential effects on overall travel patterns. 

These non-model òAccounting Methodsó could also be paired with a travel model and used 

between major model updates or to estimate project generated VMT for small projects that 

would òget lost in a model.ó The forthcoming Santa Clara Countywide VMT Estimation Tool is an 

example of VMT screening tools that use outputs from a travel forecasting model and conduct s 

off -model VMT reduction calculations to test potential transportation demand management 

strategies to reduce VMT.  

Selecting a Model for Calculating VMT 

An ideal tool for an SB 743 VMT analysis is a travel forecasting model that has been appropriately 

calibrated and validated for local project size and scale and has trip length data that accounts for trips 

that extend beyond the model boundary. Many travel forecasting models also account for travel patterns 

due to congestion, public transit, and non-motorized transit  (walking and biking). 

Travel Forecasting Models  

The National Cooperative Highway Research Program (NCHRP) Report 765, Analytical Travel Forecasting 

Approaches for Project-Level Planning and Design, Transportation Research Board (TRB) (2014) is a detailed 
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resource with many applicable sections. A few highlights related to forecasting expectations for models 

are listed below: 

Å A travel forecasting model should be sensitive to the policies and projects that the model is 

expected to help evaluate. 

Å Project-level travel forecasts should be validated following the guidelines of the Travel Model 

Validation and Reasonableness Checking Manual, Second Edition from th e Federal Highway 

Administration (FHWA).  

Å The model should be recalibrated frequently to ensure that validation standards are 

continuously met. 

If used as the primary basis for calculating VMT, selection of an appropriate travel forecasting model is an 

important step. It is important for consistency because the model used to develop VMT thresholds should 

also be used to evaluate a projectõs direct and cumulative VMT impacts. The OPR Technical Advisory 

emphasizes this point (Technical Advisory: On Evaluating Transportation Impacts in CEQA, page 6). 

òIt is critical, however, that the agency be consistent in its VMT measurement approach throughout 

the analysis to maintain an òapples-to-applesó comparison. For example, if the agency uses a home-

based VMT for the threshold, it should also be use home-based VMT for calculating project VMT and 

VMT reduction due to mitigation measures.ó 

 

The VTA Travel Model includes a more detailed representation of the Town of Los Gatos transportation 

network and land use patterns compared to the MTC Travel Model . A comparison of the available travel 

forecasting models for the Town of Los Gatos is shown in Appendix  B. 

Using a travel forecasting model has some advantages over other methods, such as using sketch models 

or spreadsheet tools, because a travel model is better able to account for both project generated VMT 

and the projectõs effect on total area-wide VMT. A spreadsheet tool cannot evaluate projectõs effect on 

VMT. Both project generated and the projectõs effect on total VMT (as noted earlier) are important in a 

CEQA analysis. In addition, travel forecasting models can help identify the effects of transportation 

projects on VMT: for instance, would adding an additional vehicle lane induce new VMT, or cause people 

to drive who otherwise wouldnõt have? 

A travel forecasting model should have a base year and a future year, which are needed to evaluate 

project and cumulative impacts. As noted above, lead agencies have discretion to choose their analysis 

methods. However, if they prefer to establish thresholds that rely on regional averages of baseline VMT, 

then the travel forecasting model must cover a large enough area. The OPR Technical Advisory cites the 

importance of not truncating trip lengths based on travel forecas ting model or political boundaries:  

Considerations for All Projects . Lead agencies should not truncate any VMT analysis because of 

jurisdictional or other boundaries, for example, by failing to count the portion of a trip that falls 

outside the jurisdiction or by discounting the VMT from a trip that crosses a jurisdictional boundary. 
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CEQA requires environmental analyses to reflect a ògood faith effort at full disclosure.ó (CEQA 

Guidelines, § 15151.) Thus, where methodologies exist that can estimate the full extent of vehicle 

travel from a project, the lead agency should apply them to do so. Where those VMT effects will 

grow over time, analyses should consider both a projectõs short-term and long-term effects on VMT. 

(Quote from page 6 of the Technical Advisory: On Evaluating Transportation Impacts in CEQA, 

December 2018). 

Some regional travel forecasting models used by metropolitan planning organizations (MPOs) have 

sufficient geographic coverage to produce these estimates although they typically truncate tri p lengths at 

the model boundary (usually meaning that inter -regional VMT is not fully captured without adjustments in 

the VMT forecasts). This can be an important limitation for towns, cities, or counties at the edge of the 

travel forecasting model boundar y. 

In addition to concerns around truncating trips, most models cannot analyze transportation effects at the 

parcel or project level because the most disaggregate level of land use in a travel model is the 

transportation analysis zone (TAZ).18 These TAZ boundaries are not artificial, and substantial effort is 

usually applied when designing a TAZ system. While a project may be one or several parcels, the finest 

level a VMT analysis should be conducted on (absent supporting substantial evidence of  statistical 

validity) is the TAZ. As such, it does present a limitation for analysis of smaller areas at the sub-TAZ level. 

The response to this type of limitation is to modify the model to add detail and split TAZs.   

Should an analyst identify noise or anomalies in the VMT results, further testing and investigation is 

needed to diagnose and understand the cause and prepare an appropriate solution. The solution may 

result in minor refinements to the TAZ structure (as noted above), update land use or transportation 

network inputs, or more comprehensive improvements to ensure the travel model is sufficiently accurate 

and sensitive to the local-scale applications.  

The TAZ size also influences the types of streets vehicle traffic is typically assigned to. For a regional 

forecasting model an arterial or minor arterial is the lowest street level that traffic is assigned to ; for a sub-

regional/local travel forecasting model it is typically a collector or possibly local streets.  As such, for most 

travel forecasting model uses, VMT on smaller streets is not calculated. 

Lead agencies should be aware that regional models ôoff the shelfõ are often not designed to be sensitive 

to local-scale applications such as individual land use project analysis. Calibration and validation of the 

model within the proj ect study area is typically needed including refinements and modifications to better 

represent the project and its effects. 

The OPR Technical Advisory states that sketch level models may be used for project VMT analysis if the 

trip lengths are replaced with those from the local or regional model that was used to establish the lead 

agencyõs VMT thresholds. To be fully consistent, the trip generation estimates of the sketch model would 

 
18 As defined by NCHRP Report 716, Travel Demand Forecasting: Parameters and Techniques, TRB, 2012, òTAZ 

boundaries are usually major roadways, jurisdictional borders, and geographic boundaries and are defined by 

homogeneous land uses to the extent possible.ó 
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also have to be replaced. Unfortunately, most travel forecasting models do not use typical project land 

uses as trip generation inputs making this substitution difficult.  

Non -Model Spreadsheets and Sketch Planning Tools  

Sketch planning tools vary from simple spreadsheets that multiply a projectõs expected vehicle trip 

generation by an average trip length to more complex calculations that incorporate some level of land 

use context and project detail. Examples of the latter type of model include CalEEMod and the EPAõs 

MXD+ methods for evaluating mixed -use projects, both of which are commonly used for trip generation 

or air quality analysis under current CEQA practice.  

VTA is currently in the process of developing a web application that will screen and estimate project 

generated VMT and VMT reductions for land use projects in the Town of Los Gatos. The types of land use 

projects would include residential, office, and industrial land uses, those land uses in combination with 

each other, and those land uses with or without ancillary retail space. The SCC VMT Evaluation Tool will be 

modular such that the VTA, along with the cities and towns in Santa Clara County and the County of San 

Clara can include their specific VMT screening requirements or VMT data within the SCC VMT Evaluation 

Tool. The web application will be scalable such that it can be used for a range of project sizes and location 

within any jurisdiction in Santa Clara County. This web application will include the partial Home -based 

VMT per Resident and Partial Home-based Work VMT per Employee, and has the potential to include 

Total VMT per service population, boundary VMT and a projectõs effect on VMT Screening. 
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1. Caltrans Statewide Travel Demand Model  

2. Metropolitan Transportation Commission (MTC) Regional Travel Forecasting Model  

3. VTA-C/CAG Bi-County Travel Forecasting Model  

4. Local Town of Los Gatos Travel Forecasting Model (not currently available)  

5. Non-model òAccounting Methodsó such as sketch planning tool or spreadsheet**  

Statewide and regional models have limited sensitivity and accuracy for local scale applications off the shelf. Regional 

and local models often truncate trips at model boundaries.  Sketch and spreadsheet tools do not capture the ôproject 

effect on VMTõ. 

Selection of an appropriate travel forecasting approach is an important step because the tool used to develop VMT 

thresholds must also be used to evaluate a projectõs direct and cumulative VMT impacts. Regional or local models 

should be calibrated and validated for local project -scale sensitivity/accuracy (including appending trip length d ata for 

trips with external trip ends) before using these models to analyze both ôproject generated VMTõ and ôproject effect on 

VMT.õ  

 

**Sketch planning tool or spreadsheet method has limitations if using a citywide or regional average for a threshold.  

Use the Santa Clara Countywide VMT Evaluation Tool for baseline VMT screening, And most likely the VTA-C/CAG Bi-

County Travel Forecasting Model, Local Town of Los Gatos Travel Forecasting Model (not currently available), or Non-

model òAccounting Methodsó such as sketch planning tool or spreadsheet. 

Most likely the VTA-C/CAG Bi-County Travel Forecasting Model, Local Town of Los Gatos Travel Forecasting Model 

(not currently available), or Non-model òAccounting Methodsó such as sketch planning tool or spreadsheet. 
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Chapter 5. VMT Impact Significance 
Thresholds 

Since SB 743 introduces a new mandatory metric for use in CEQA analysis, lead agencies will need to 

determine what constitutes acceptable and unacceptable levels of VMT. This process is generally referred 

to as establishing significance thresholds and is governed by CEQA Guidelines Section 15064.7, which 

states the following:  

15064.7. THRESHOLDS OF SIGNIFICANCE. (a) Each public agency is encouraged to develop and 

publish thresholds of significance that the agency uses in the determination of the significance of 

environmental effects. A threshold of significance is an identifiable quantitative, qualitative or 

performance level of an environmental effect, non-compliance with which means the effect will 

normally be determined to be significant by the agency and compliance with which means the effect 

normally will be determined to be less than significant. (b) Thresholds of significance to be adopted 

for general use as part of the lead agencyõs environmental review process must be adopted by 

ordinance, resolution, rule, or regulation, and developed through a public review process and be 

supported by substantial evidence. (c) When adopting thresholds of significance, a lead agency may 

consider thresholds of significance previously adopted or recommended by other public agencies or 

recommended by experts, provided the decision of the lead agency to adopt such thresholds is 

supported by substantial evidence.  

In more general terms, this indicates that agencies are now encouraged to formally adopt thresholds of 

significance for VMT, and that they have leeway to consider a wide variety of opinions from publ ic 

agencies and experts. Ultimately, agencies have discretion to determine a threshold of significance, either 

on a case-by-case basis or through a more formal adoption process, provided that they can present 

substantial evidence that the threshold is set at a level that would normally be considered to have a 

significant environmental impact. 

For projects that are not able to meet the established threshold, the VMT impact would be considered 

significant and unavoidable, preparation of an Environmental Impact Report (EIR) would be required, and 

approval of the project would require the a doption of a Statement of Overriding Considerations.  

With regard to establishing thresholds for VMT, lead agencies have at least four options: 

1) Use Screening Criteria.  

The concept of project screening is that some projects have characteristics that readily lead to the 

conclusion that they would not cause a VMT impact, and therefore could be screened out of 

doing a detailed VMT analysis. The CEQA Guidelines state that projects within ½ mile of a major 
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transit stop or a stop along a high -quality transit corrid or (i.e., with at least 15-minute headways 

during peak hours) should be presumed to have no impact on VMT.  

In addition, the OPR Technical Advisory presents a method for òmap-basedó screening, where 

projects located in low-VMT areas may require only a qualitative discussion of their VMT effects, 

provided they comply with best practices for infill development. The areas that would qualify as 

òlow-VMTó areas would depend on how the Town defines its VMT metrics and thresholds relative 

to baseline conditions. One method for conducting  project screening is to develop a GIS-based 

mapping tool that shows the locations of the transit priority areas and the low -VMT areas and 

allows the analyst to plot their project location to see i f it meets the screening criteria. 

Land use projects may also be screened out of further analysis if they are very small or can be 

demonstrated to primarily attract trips that would otherwise travel longer dist ance. Further, 

certain transportation projects , such as installation of bicycle/pedestrian/transit infrastructure, or 

projects designed to address a localized operational issue, can be presumed not to contribute to 

increased VMT.  

2) Rely on the OPR Technical  Advisory suggestion to set thresholds consist ent with state goals 

for air quality, GHG and energy conservation.  

The OPR Technical Advisory contains suggested VMT thresholds. The basic suggested threshold is 

that each project achieves a VMT level that is at least 15% below baseline conditions. In the case 

of the Town of Los Gatos, its òregionó would be the nine-county Bay Area. 

3) Use a threshold adopted or recommended by another public agency consistent with lead 

agency air quality, GHG reduction, and energy conservation goals.  

The CEQA Guidelines offer the option for an agency to use a threshold that is adopted or 

recommended by another agency, as long as that decision is supported by substantial evidence. 

Other state agencies, such as Caltrans and the California Air Resources Board (CARB), have 

technical expertise that is relevant to this topic. 

CARB has produced several reports and studies that speak to the level of VMT reduction, in 

conjunction with many other measures, that would lead to the achievement of  the stateõs GHG 

goals. Recent CARB publications have identified that new land use projects could contribute to 

these statewide goals by achieving total project generated VMT levels of at least 14.3% below the 

existing baseline (the CARB report does not specify whether this òbaselineó is the regional average 

or some other baseline). For light-duty vehicles only, CARB cites a 16.8% reduction below baseline 

(2018) average VMT. However, the CARB analysis assumes that all of the regions in the state will 

meet the GHG reduction targets set in their Regional Transportation Plans and Sustainable 

Communities Strategies (RTP/SCS); thus far, indications are that not all regions are meeting those 

targets, and vehicular travel in California (at least prior to the COVID-19 pandemic) has been 

increasing rather than decreasing over the past several years. Further, the CARB analysis does not 
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account for any future increases in the use of Transportation Network Companies (such as Uber 

and Lyft) or commercial delivery services, nor does it envision the potential for devel opment of 

autonomous vehicles or any other emerging transportation innovations. Therefore, there is 

growing evidence that the VMT reduction values from the CARB publication may not be enough 

to actually meet the Stateõs GHG goals. Should current VMT generation trends persist, the 

threshold may need to increase to 25% below baseline (2018) average of jurisdiction (all vehicles).  

Caltrans has released draft guidance endorsing the VMT thresholds published in the OPR 

Technical Advisory. Caltrans does acknowledge that each lead agency has the discretion to set its 

own significance thresholds, and they will be reviewing the evidence presented by any agency 

that uses a threshold that differs from those in the Technical Advisory.  

Separately, Caltrans has released draft Interim Guidance on òDetermining CEQA Significance for 

GHG Emissions for Projects on the State Highway Systemó that recommends that any increase in 

GHG emissions would constitute a significant impact . This has been referred to as the òNet Zero 

VMT thresholdó. While Caltrans has thus far signaled that this threshold would be applied only to 

transportation projects, it does raise a question about whether a ònet zero VMTó threshold should 

also be applied to land use projects and plans.   

4) Develop jurisdiction -specific VMT threshold  consistent with existing General Plan . 

Agencies may decide to set their own thresholds, which should be supported by substantial 

evidence and should support the three objectives laid out in SB 743: 1) reducing GHG emissions, 

2) encouraging infill development, and 3) promoting active transportat ion. The process of setting 

thresholds should consider the policies and standards set in the RTP/SCS, and should consider 

how much priority the  Town wants to place on the statewide GHG reduction goals, which relies on 

the VMT growth budget established in the General Plan and associated EIR. A targeted study 

could determine what level of VMT in the Town of Los Gatos would be consistent with the VM T 

forecasts presented in Plan Bay Area and would represent the Townõs òfair shareó of the Stateõs 

GHG reduction goals.  

Another option for setting a local threshold is to consider what level of VMT reduction is feasible 

to achieve in the local context. Analysis tools are available to estimate the amount of VMT 

reduction that can be achieved from different types of mitigation strategies deployed in different 

settings (as described further in Chapter 6). Applying these tools to the range of settings that 

exists in the Town of Los Gatos would yield an estimate of the amoun t of VMT mitigation that 

could feasibly be achieved, and that figure could then be incorporated into a VMT threshold. 

Setting a threshold based on the feasibility of mitigation may not be fully supported by past 

CEQA practices; Fehr & Peers advises consulting legal counsel and continuing to follow legal 

developments before adopting this approach.  

Establishing CEQA thresholds for VMT requires complying with the statutory language added by SB 743, 

as well as guidance contained in CEQA Guidelines Section 15064, 15064.3, and 15064.7. The excerpts in 
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Appendix  F highlight  the amendments to the two CEQA Guidelines Sections that were certified by the 

California Natural Resources Agency and the Office of Administrative Law at the end of 2018. 

In addition, the Town must determine significance thresholds for each of the three project types: land use 

projects, land use plans, and transportation projects. 

Context for Setting VMT Impact Thresholds 

California law19 states that the criteria for determining the significance of transportation impacts must 

promote: (1) reduction of greenhouse gas emissions; (2) development of multimodal transportation 

networks; and (3) a diversity of land uses. 

Determining an appropr iate VMT significance threshold may ultimately depend on whether the courts 

treat VMT more like air pollution and less like level of service (LOS). If VMT causes adverse effects to 

human health similar to air pollution, then the threshold should be tied to  substantial evidence (i.e., 

scientific studies) that relate VMT to human health (or human welfare or safety). If this effect varies by 

area type, then different thr esholds may be appropriate. Currently (May 2020), the limited scientific 

evidence related to VMT changes and their potential for causing adverse effects on humans is the CARB 

2017 Scoping Plan. This analysis did not differentiate by area type so a change in rural VMT has no 

different effect on humans than a change in urban VMT. The VMT would still generate the same amount 

of GHG emissions (and air pollutant emissions plus other indirect adverse effects) that would still have the 

same contribution to climate  change.  

On the other hand, if VMT is treated more like LOS, then lead agencies would have a similar level of 

discretion to establish thresholds based on context (i.e., sensitivity to the amount of vehicle travel). Past 

practice allowed lead agencies to set LOS thresholds based largely on the local communityõs sensitivity to 

travel delay. This is consistent with CEQA Guidelines Section 15064: òêAn ironclad definition of significant 

effect is not always possible because the significance of an activity may vary with the setting. For example, 

an activity which may not be significant in an urban area may be significant in a rural area.ó Rural areas 

that were more sensitive were allowed to establish LOS thresholds that equated to lower levels of delay. 

Using this analogy, a lead agency could set VMT thresholds based on a communityõs sensitivity to the 

amount of vehicle travel or its associated effects. 

Is the Use of VMT Impact Screening Desired? 

There are several instances where CEQA statute allows for projects to be òscreenedó out of  more detailed 

analysis. The screening process refers to a relatively quick assessment of the project based on screening 

criteria discussed below; if the project passes the screening assessment, it can be presumed to have a 

less-than-significant impact on VMT. Screening may be based on project location, project characteristics, 

 
19 Section 21099 of California Public Resources Code codifies the required changes to the guidelines implementing 

CEQA as mandated in Senate Bill 743. Section 21099 includes a requirement that the criteria for determining the 

significance of transportation impacts must òpromote the reduction of greenhouse emissions, the development of 

multimodal transportation networks, and a diversity of land usesó. 



 

SB 743 Implementation Decisions for the Town of Los Gatos 

July 2020 

   35 

or a combination of both. Lead agencies are responsible for deciding if projects may screen themselves 

from further analysis, determining which screening criteria they want to use for which project types, and 

where to set a screening òthresholdó. 

Projects Located Near Frequen t and High Capacity Transit  

CEQA Guidelines § 15064.3(b) explicitly states that projects within ½ mile of a high-quality transit corridor 

or major transit station should be presumed to have no impact on VMT. A major transit station  is a rail or 

ferry terminal, or the location where two high -frequency bus lines intersect. A major transit corridor is 

defined as a corridor with high -frequency bus service in the peak hour. The Town has some discretion 

whether to define these areas as ½-mile walksheds or ôas the crow flies.õ However, existing transit service 

in the Town generally does not meet this threshold. 

Projects Located in Low-VMT Generating Area 

In addition, the  OPR Technical Advisory presents a method for òmap-basedó screening, where projects 

located in low-VMT areas may require only a qualitative discussion provided they comply with planning 

best practices for infill development. A low VMT area is generally defined as one where the VMT per 

resident under Existing Conditions (based on a model run) is below the impact threshold adopted by the 

lead agency. The rationale behind screening based on location in a low-VMT area is that future residents, 

employees, and visitors are likely to have similar travel patterns to current populations in the study area. 

Therefore, if a project includes elements that are substantially different from existing development 

patterns, additional analysis may be necessary even if the area has a low level of VMT generation under 

Existing Conditions. 

Local-Serving Retail  Projects  

Local-serving retail is unlikely to have a substantial influence on local VMT. Smaller retail uses such as 

grocery stores, dry cleaners, pharmacies, and convenience stores tend to attract visitors from nearby 

neighborhoods . As an example, consider the effect of a new grocery store in an area without one. 

Residents of a neighborhood without a grocery store have to travel a great distance to an existing grocery 

store. Adding the grocery store to that neighborhood will shorten many of the existing grocery shopping 

trips and reduce the VMT to/from the neighborhood, whil e it is unlikely to attract visitors who are already 

near an existing grocery store. While the definition of local -serving retail is somewhat subjective, a 

reasonable screening criterion  may be a grocery store, pharmacy, or shopping center that does not 

exceed 50,000 square feet of retail space. 

Specific Transportation Projects  

Some transportation projects are highly unlikely to create VMT impacts, and can be presumed to have a 

less-than-significant impact on VMT. These include projects that reduce the number of lanes on a 

roadway (òroad dietsó), bicycle and pedestrian infrastructure projects, traffic calming projects, minor signal 

timing adjustments, and other roadway projects that are not intended to add vehicle capacity or reduce 

vehicle delay. Appendix G includes the complete list provided in the OPR Technical Advisory (December 
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2018, Pages 20-21) for transportation projects that òwould not  likely lead to a substantial or measurable 

increase in vehicle travel, and therefore generally should not require an induced travel analysis.ó 

Projects with No Net VMT Increase  

Some projects may be reasonably expected to have no net effect on VMT. These would include like-for-

like land use replacement projects, development of a site with a less-intensive land use than the existing 

land use, or any other project that is not expected to cause a change in travel behavior to or from the 

project site.  

Affordable Housing Projects  

The OPR Technical Advisory indicates that 100 percent affordable housing projects in infill locat ions may 

be screened from further analysis based on evidence that affordable housing both generates less VMT per 

resident than market-rate housing, and may help improve jobs-housing balance. The Town may wish to 

develop its own screening criteria for residential projects (or residential portions of mixed -use projects) 

containing a particular amount of affordable housing, based on local circumstances and evidence. 

Small Projects  

The Town may continue to issue guidance regarding when a full transportation impact analysis is 

necessary by, for instance, allowing the screening of small projects from VMT analysis, or requiring only 

qualitative VMT assessment for small projects. Screening based on small projects may wish to follow the 

definition of a small project presented in CEQA Guidelines 15179.5, which includes multi-family 

developments of 100 units or less and retail or mixed-use commercial of 100,000 square feet or less. Or 

use the criteria cited in the OPR Technical Advisory (page 12) to screen projects that generate or attract 

fewer than 110 vehicle trips per day. Based on research for small project triggers20, this may equate to 

nonresidential (e.g., office) projects of 10,000 square feet or less and residential projects of 20 units or 

less. The Town of Los Gatos may also screen local-serving retail projects (projects with less than 50,000 

square feet of retail) on the basis that they attract trips that would otherwise travel lon ger distances. 

 
20 Refer to technical memorandum on small project triggers in Appendix H. 
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Projects that reduce VMT or are located within transit 

priority areas (TPAs) should be presumed to have a 

less than significant impact on VMT. Additional 

screening options identified in the OPR Technical 

Advisory for: 

 

1. Map based screening for residential and office 

projects 

2. Local-Serving Retail Projects 

3. Transportation projects that d o not add vehicle 

capacity 

4. Projects that would not result in a net increase 

of VMT 

5. Affordable housing projects 

6. Small projects 

Screening does not provide information about the 

actual VMT changes associated with the project. 

Screening most appropriate if consistent with 

applicable general plan and supported by substantial 

evidence. 

Rely on screening if consistent with applicable 

general plan and supported by substantial evidence 

demonstrating cumulative VMT is declining. For 

project-by-project VMT analysis with VMT screening, 

most projects will likely not screen out, which will 

require a more complete VMT analysis. 

 

Apply screening for the following project types:  

¶ Small Developments 

¶ Projects in Low-VMT Areas 

¶ Projects in Proximity to Major Transit Stops 

¶ Affordable Housing  

¶ Local-Serving Retail Projects less than 10,000 

square feet 

¶ Transportation Projects that do not add vehicle 

capacity 

The Santa Clara Countywide VMT Estimation Tool will 

be applied for screening as follows: 

¶ Low VMT generation map-based screening of 

residential, office, and industrial land uses, 

those land uses in combination with each 

other, and those land uses with or without local 

serving retail space. 

¶ A transit priority areas (TPAs)/major transit 

stops and high-quality transit corridor (HQTC) 

screen. 

 

Screening not used for this approach. Rather than 

analyzing VMT for each proposed land use project 

individually, projects consistent with the General Plan 

could be exempt from further VMT impact analysis 

since VMT impacts would have been analyzed in the 

General Plan EIR. 






































































